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ABSTRACT

The thesis examines aspects of social change in rural Tigray, northemn Ethiopia. It is
based on fieldwork conducted between February 1993 and February 1995 in two
villagés located on the south central highland plateau: Enda Mariyam, and Tegula. The
majority of fieldwork was conducted in Enda Mariyam - a village of some 228 farming
households - and Spanned two complete agricultural years.

The thesis considers the local implications of reform measures implemented by
nationalist rebels - the Tigray People's Liberation Front - as part of a revolutionary
agenda for the transformation of "traditional" Ethiopian peasant society. These
measures included, most notably, land tenure reform, as well as changes in customary
law and the re-organisation of rural administration. In addition, campaigns were
mounted aimed at modifying certain aspects of peasant practice. In the context of a
village-based ethnography, the thesis aims to qualify the most significant effects of
these measures on social life and livelihoods.

A key concern is how reform measures have affected the relationship between
subsistence-oriented production, social organisation, and social stratification. In a
setting where agricultural inputs - including land, oxen, and seed - are scarce,
differential abilities amongst farming households to access agricultural inputs informs
the pattern of social relationships. In this context, land reform is intimately linked to
changes in the dynamics of wealth differentiation and social stratification in the village.
The implications for the position of "big men" and cultural notions of status-honour are

considered.

Together with land reform, reform of customary law in the area of marriage and divorce
has wrought subtle but important changes in marriage and divorce practices, and the
nature of intra-household relationships. It is argued that public campaigns for the
"emancipation” of women have probably had less effect on the ability of women to
exert power within marriage, than the economic penalties that men now face upon
divorce. Attempts to modify peasant religious practice are also examined, including
efforts to minimise the number of holidays in the Ethiopian Orthodox calendar. The
outcome of these attempts is explored in terms of notions of disaster and risk, the
traditional authority of the Church, and the fragmentation of consensus around
religious practice in the village.
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CHAPTER 1 - INTRODUCTION

Before, the land was with us and the people were under our control. People in
the past put us as a lord, but now the people are like a lord (Yinota Isra, Enda
Mariyam monastery).

1. Background

This thesis examines the local effects of a programme of revolutionary reform among
peasants in the northern highlands of Ethiopia. Using material from a particular
village, the thesis explores some of the key implications of agrarian reform measures,
implemented under the auspices of a rebel movement, for present-day social

organisation and practice.

The study is based in Tigray, the northern-most region of the country. Tigray was the
epicentre of the widely-publicised Ethiopia famine of 1985. Less visibly for the world at
large, it was also the site of protracted military conflict between a nationalist rebel
movement and the army of central government, from 1975 to 1991. In 1989, rebel
forces of the Tigray People's Liberation Front (TPLF) "liberated" the whole of Tigray.
In May 1991, the TPLF, together with other insurgent groups based in different parts
of the country, overthrew the military dictatorship of Menghistu Haile Mariyam, known
as the Derg, and formed a transitional government. The transitional period ended in
1995, when the government of the Federal Democratic Republic of Ethiopia was
formed. At present, the main political party in the federal government is the Ethiopian
People's Revolutionary Democratic Front (EPRDF), an alliance of political groups
dominated by the TPLF. The TPLF also dominates state government in Tigray.

The study does not concern itself with these wider events, however, except as
background. It concentrates instead on the day-to-day workings of agrarian society,
and in particular on social life in the village of Enda Mariyam. Enda Mariyam is located
on Tigray's densely-populated highland plateau. It comprises approximately 228
peasant households, who earn their living mainly from rainfed agriculture on small
plots of land.
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Like most other villages throughout Tigray, Enda Mariyam has had a tumultuous
recent history. In 1974, with the downfall of Emperor Haile Selassie, the imperial world
known to villagers for generations collapsed, and new institutional arrangements were
introduced under the auspices of the Derg. These were short-lived, however, as the
village came under the control of the TPLF in 1980. Some of the young men (and
women) of the village were recruited to join rebel combat units; most other youths
remained in the village but were nevertheless supporters of the nationalist "armed
struggle". From 1980 until the end of the war, village life was overshadowed by the

contingencies of warfare, and by episodes of drought-induced famine.

When the people of Enda Mariyam reflect on how their lives have changed in the past
two decades, however, it is not the war and famine they mention most frequently, but
the reform measures introduced by the TPLF and remaining in place today. These
measures were part of the TPLF's agenda for peasant society that aimed to "effect
fundamental political, economic and social transformations" (TPLF, 1985: 3). They
included, most importantly, the abolition of traditional rights in land and the
redistribution of holdings under a new tenure system, as well as a variety of other
measures. For a pre-industrial society that, in the late 1970s, still fit Ladurie's (1976:
296) description as "characterized by slow technical change where processes of
growth are still dominated by the play between demographic expansion and limited
resources", such measures would by definition have profound implications.

The study seeks to understand the implications of these reform measures for the
organisation of social relationships in the village. To approach this goal, fieldwork in
Enda Mariyam was ambitious in scope and examined many different aspects of social
life." It was considered important to maintain a broad approach for a number of

reasons.

Most compelling is the almost complete lack of in-depth research on agrarian change
in Tigray. Compared to the attention focused on the effects of famine and warfare, the

effects of revolutionary reform on rural social life have been woefully neglected. In

! See Appendix 1 for details of fieldwork methodology.
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part, this is due to the marginalisation for many years of the Tigray revolutiqn itself
within the broader Ethiopian context. It is only very recently, for example, that a first
attempt at a social history of the revolution has been written (see Young, 1997). With
regard to the implementation of reform measures, however, there is only one post-

war, independent study of the TPLF land reform programme (see Chiari, 1996).

Further, there is a paucity of ethnographic information about the Tigray themselves.
Those few studies that do exist were produced in the 1960s and early 1970s, when
there was a relative burst of scholarship on the peoples of northern Ethiopia more
generally. Prior to that time, there were few studies of the so-called "peripheral”
peoples of Ethiopia, nor were there many ethnographic studies of the social life of the
Amhara, the then-dominant nationality. As James (1990: 97-99) observes, Ethiopian
scholarship, unlike that in many other African countries, has never had a strong
tradition of ethnographic research:

... until very recent times, professional ethnographic writing about Ethiopia was
dominated by essentially nineteenth-century styles of civilisation-description
and evolutionary explanation, at several removes from people and events 'in
the field'. The ethnography of imperial Ethiopia remained enmeshed within a
defining framework of ideas, expressed particularly openly in Western fiction,
which derived from an old oriental-romantic tradition of African princes far
removed from the humdrum world of colonial administration which had
become the norm in other parts of Africa... For a brief period during the ltalian
occupation in the late 1930s a field-ethnographic survey style was introduced...
But with the liberation of Ethiopia in 1941... enquiry into local social
conditions... languished.

Beginning in the early 1960s, a number of ethnographies were produced that still
constitute basic reference texts. These include Levine (1965), Hoben (1963, 1970,
1973, 1975), and Weissleder (1965, 1974), all of whom worked with the Amhara, a
people who share many of the basic features of culture and social organisation with
the Tigray. Consequently, these works have been of great value to the thesis.

For the Tigray themselves, however, only two detailed studies were produced. The
first and most important is Bauer's study (1973, 1975, 1976, 1977) of Hareyna village2

2 At the time of Bauer's fieldwork, the village of Hareyna comprised some 253 households,
making it roughly equivalent in size to Enda Mariyam, with 228 households.
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in eastern Tigray. Bauer's work remains the only existing ethnography of a Tigray
village in the pre-revolutionary period. The second is Bruce's (1976) more general
legal study of land tenure systems. After the publication of these works, there would

be almost a thirty-year gap in ethnographic research on the Tigray.

Beginning in 1974, Ethiopian scholarship experienced a period of politicisation. Under
the Derg, nationalist movements operating in the rural "periphery" were either harshly
repressed or openly confronted in military campaigns. The state's aggressive efforts
to retain power at the centre and maintain control over the elaboration of Ethiopia's
political culture were reflected in the boundaries, often self-imposed, of what
constituted appropriate areas for scholarly research. It was only in 1991, for example,
that social anthropology was taught at Addis Ababa University. In explaining the
reasons for the delay, an Ethiopian scholar writes:

Ethiopia was considered as a nation-state. If there were non-integrated groups
it was seen as merely a matter of time before they were to be assimilated by a
"proper" method of acculturation to the "core culture”... Disciplines such as
anthropology were therefore under suspicion since they were seen as bringing
to the fore undesirable tendencies and opening new avenues for disintegration
(Gedamu, 1991: 22).

While the independent study of the "peripheral" peoples of Ethiopia languished under
the Derg, there simultaneously grew up a body of literature from the "liberated" areas
of Tigray (see Firebrace and Smith, 1982; Peberdy, 1985; Wright, 1979). Produced
mainly by journalists and international aid personnel who travelled with the TPLF, this
literature is virtually the only material available on political and social processes in
rural areas since the early 1970s. Due to problems of research under war conditions,
however, and the desire of many international observers to publicise the Tigray
revolution in a positive light, it is somewhat limited in scope.’ Much of the writing
focuses on the TPLF and mobilisation for armed struggle, rather than rural social life
per se. Those few descriptions of village life that do exist tend to be anecdotal and

unsystematic.

Moreover, the literature tends to make assumptions about the outcome of the TPLF's

reform programme that have not been rigorously tested in the field. Rather,
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descriptions of "liberated" areas often reflect an instrumental view of traditional society
as susceptible to social programming; consequently the literature often equates the

objectives of agrarian reform with actual outcomes.

Since the end of the war, and the proliferation of development initiatives, the Tigray
have re-emerged as the subject of scholarly investigation. In the course of this re-
emergence, however, much of the ethnographic depth brought to the study of
northern Ethiopian peoples in the 1960s and 1970s has been lost. At present,
research on rural social life is carried out predominantly in the form of survey
questionnaires linked to the implementation of aid projects. Although useful in terms
of guiding aid interventions, such research cannot sufficiently qualify or reflect the
complex world of the Tigray peasant. Nor can it provide the basis for understanding

the implications of agrarian reform in anything more than superficial terms.

In this regard, this thesis aims to help fill a critical gap in understanding of the basic
features of Tigray social organisation and practice, as well as to characterise more
precisely the nature of changes that have occurred in the aftermath of institutional
reform. This is a somewhat different undertaking than charting the history of the
Tigray revolution itself. Although more historical analysis is needed on the revolution -
especially the dynamics of how and why the peasantry decided to follow a
programme of armed resistance - that is not the aim of the present study.

The present study aims rather to identify the social outcomes of institutional reform
under the auspices of the revolution, as observed in a specific village setting. In many
respects, the thesis is an attempt to "update” the detailed ethnographies of the late
1960s and early 1970s. Throughout, comparisons are made between the pre-
revolutionary social world of the northern highlands, described by scholars such as

Bauer and Hoben, and the post-revolutionary world of Enda Mariyam.

3 For a description of research in rebel-controlled areas, see Silkin and Hendrie, 1997.



17

2 A Look at the Literature on Agrarian Reform

Given that this thesis is an ethnographic exploration of the local implications of an
agrarian reform programme, it is important to try and situate the material within the
literature on agrarian reform more generally. As will be seen, Tigray does not

necessarily find a comfortable fit within much of this literature.

In basic terms, ag‘rarian reform can be said to constitute a set of policies and
programmes implemented by political rulers that aim to transform, either gradually or
rapidly, the total system of agrarian relationships concerned in agricultural production
and productivity. In most cases, what is sought is a modernising transition away from
a pre-capitalist social order. According to Ghose (1983: 17), agrarian reform is a
means of changing pre-capitalist economies into one of three types of agrarian
system: capitalist, socialist, or modemised peasant economy.* He goes on to note
that:

... on the basis of abstraction from historical experience, the existing agrarian
system in developing countries... has to evolve into one of these systems if
the problems of agricultural development are to be effectively resolved.
Agrarian reform is an instrument available for achieving this transition (Ghose,
1983: 17).

Because agrarian reform aims to transform not only rural economies, but the totality
of agrarian relationships involved in production and productivity, it is an inherently
political process. Land reform of some variety is almost always implied in the term
agrarian reform, and indeed some authors see no value in making a distinction
between the two terms (see Abate and Kiros, 1983). Radical land reform, involving a
significant re-organisation of pre-existing tenure arrangements, is frequently the
centrepiece of attempts to effect rapid political change, often following periods of
social upheaval. In Ethiopia, for example, the Derg's Land Reform programme of
1975 represented the first major policy directive of the new government.

* Ghose (1983: 16) defines a modernised peasant economy as one where "ownership and
control of means of production are dispersed among basically family-consumption-oriented
peasants who employ family labour for production purposes”.
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The vast majority of literature on agrarian reform - and indeed, much of the literature
contained in the category "peasant studies" - concerns the nature of changes
precipitated in peasant societies by an increasing articulation with, and integration
into, national and international capitalist systems. Before discussing the nature of this

articulation, however, it is useful to consider what is meant by the term "peasant".

Most scholars agree on the basic characteristics that distinguish peasants from
"capitalist farmers" on the one hand, and "primitive agriculturalists” on the other (see
Saul and Woods, 1987). Peasants are producers who produce mainly for their own
consumption, using mainly family labour (Harriss, 1982: 24). They rely primarily if not
exclusively on agricultural production for their livelihood, in contrast to capitalist
farmers who have access to other kinds of livelihood (Hyden, 1980: 11). The family
farm or farming household is the basic unit of social organisation (see Shanin, 1987:
3). In contrast to "primitive agriculturalists”, the surplus of peasants is extracted and
transferred to other, non-agricultural groups (Wolf, 1966a: 4).

While most scholars agree on the basic definition of "peasant”, there has been a
debate as to whether or not African cultivators can adequately be described as such.
Wolf (1966a), in his seminal study of peasant societies, hardly mentions Africa at all.®
More specifically, Fallers (1967: 40) suggests that African cultivators should be called
"proto-peasants" or "incipient peasants”, rather than "full" peasants. Fallers' argument
is based on the idea that African cultivators lack sufficient cultural differentiation from
the "high" culture of the court or the town to be called "peasant”. For Fallers, the word
"peasant"'implies the existence of a folk culture operating in conscious response to a
high culture. Differentiated high cultures have largely been absent in Africa, however,
as a consequence of the lack of "literary religious traditions which formed the bases
for the European and Asian high cultures” (Fallers, 1967: 40).

Despite the questionable nature of Fallers' argument, other scholars have built on the
idea of a "proto" or "incipient" peasantry in Africa. Hyden (1980: 11), for example,
suggests that hesitation to use the term "peasant" for traditional African cultivators is

justified on the grounds that, from an historical perspective, they have only recently

% In Wolfs (1966a: 91) table of dominant modes of coalition formation, for example, Africa is
notably absent from the list of areas where peasant societies may be found.
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become incorporated into a wider economic system:

Our conception of the peasantry has been shaped by writings from other parts
of the world, in recent years mainly from Asia and Latin America. This image
of the peasantry as an overpowered class has in recent analysis of rural Africa
been too indiscriminately applied. While it is true that peasant in most parts of
the world have been forced to trade their dependence on nature for a
dependence on other social classes, and that this process is taking place in
Africa today, it is wrong to assume that... it is already complete. In Africa the
process is only at its incipient stage.

In his study of ujamaa in Tanzania, Hyden (1980) provides a compelling contribution
to the debate on the nature of African peasants and agrarian transition more
generally. In Kroeber's well-known definition (quoted in Fallers, 1967: 36), peasants
are qualified as being "part-societies with part-cultures". This means, in effect,
peasants are defined by their links to wider structures over which they have little
control; that is, they are only semi-autonomous. As Harriss (1982: 24) suggests:

Peasants may also be described as a 'part society' defined by their
subordinate relationships to external markets, the state and the dominant
culture.

For Hyden, however, in Africa the opposite is the case. According to Hyden (1980),
African peasantries are distinct from Latin Americén and Asian peasantries by virtue
of their relative autonomy from larger structures and systems. This is because, in
African peasant production, it is labour, not land, that is usually the scarce productive
resource. Combined with the fact that African agricultural is mainly rainfed, and uses
very basic technologies, this means that, unlike in Asia and Latin America, African
peasants are not wholly dependent on other groups or classes for access to the
means of production. For Hyden (1980: 9), "Africa is the only continent where the

peasants have not yet been captured by other social classes".

Hyden goes on to suggest that, as long as African peasants remain "uncaptured",
agrarian reform will be a difficult process. That is because African peasants retain the
ability to opt out of any transitional or developmental programme. As Hyden (1980:
213) explains:
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The peasant mode of production does not open the door to government
intervention very easily. Certainly government and producers are not
interdependent parts of the same economic system in such a way that officials
operate from a position of strength.

In the case of ujamaa, the autonomy of the peasant mode of production enabled
Tanzanian cultivators to "hide" from attempts by the state to impose its developmental
agenda. Hyden considers the state's ability to operate from a "position of strength" to
be a necessary condition for economic development. This can only occur, however,
when the state and the peasantry .are integrated into a single structural dynamic,
where the development initiatives of the state are of immediate relevance to the
pursuit of individual peasant livelihoods. | will be returning to this aspect of Hyden's

argument in the concluding chapter of this thesis.

Saul and Woods (1987) agree with Hyden that African peasantries are a relatively
recent historical development. They assert (1987. 84) that "a distinctive African
peasantry exists".® However, the range of national systems in which African
peasantries are enmeshed is quite broad, as a consequence of the "variable
combination of international corporations, immigrant settlers and immigrant trading
groups, indigenous elites and indigenous national bourgeoisies" that were part of the
specific formula of colonialism in each country. In other words, like many other
scholars, Saul and Woods (1987: 82) consider the creation of African peasantries to
have emerged specifically as a result of the encounter between African cultivators
and colonialism:

... it is more fruitful to view both the creation of an African peasantry, as well
as the creation of the present differentiation among African peasantries, as
being primarily the result of the interaction between an international capitalist
economic system and traditional socio-economic systems, within the context of
territorially defined colonial political systems.

6 They would, however, wish to see Chayanov's concept of the peasant household extended to
include the African "homestead". Unlike the peasant household, the African homestead is
"based on the joint property rights of an extended family, (and) frequently has rights to farm
land rather than rights to a particular family farm" (Saul and Woods, 1987: 87).
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According to Saul and Woods (1987), traditional African cultivators were transformed
into peasants in the context of colonialism through their increasing - often forced -
participation in a cash-based economy. In order to meet their needs in the new
economies created through colonialism, African cultivators were forced to sell either

their labour or their agricultural produce.

While acknowledging the limitations of typologies of transition, Saul and Woods
(1987: 83) nevertheless outline some of the ways in which African cultivators
"acquired, in effect, their peasant characteristics". These include the development of a
cash-crop-based economy in countries such as Ghana, where some cultivators were
able to move into the position of capitalist farmers, but where many became tenant
farmers. Alternatively, in regions where cash-cropping was less feasible, cultivators
combined low-level subsistence production with labour migration to plantation areas.
Labour migration was also a feature of countries such as the former Rhodesia, where
sectors of high labour demand, such as mining, developed, and where a colonial
settler population effectively blocked the participation of African cultivators in cash-

crop agriculture.

Unlike many other African peasantries, however, Tigray peasants are "indigenous"
Africans. That is - if we accept the argument above - their peasant characteristics did
not emerge as a consequence of participation in a wider, capitalist system in the
context of colonial rule. Rather, they possessed the key characteristics of "peasants”,
defined earlier, prior to the advent of 19th century European colonialism. Ethiopia's
general uniqueness in sub-Saharan Africa, as a consequence of its never having
been colonised,” is sometimes mentioned in passing, but more often than not Ethiopia
is simply bracketed out from the framework of analysis of sub-Saharan Africa. Goody
(1971: 597) illustrated this tendency when he said that Ethiopia is "African physically,
but not socially".

Goody is here referring to a number of features of northern Amhara society that he

sees as facilitating a high degree of social differentiation, in contrast to most other

" The exception is the northern territory of Eritrea, colonised by the Italians in the19th century.
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parts of sub-Saharan Africa where there is a relatively low degree of social
differentiation. For Goody (1971), social differentiation and an unequal distribution of
power and status are characteristics of technologically advanced societies; hence,
Ethiopia is the exception rather than the rule in Africa. While his notions about the
Amhara were not entirely accurate’, Goody does point fo characteristics of the

northern Ethiopian peasantry that, taken together, render it more or less distinct.

These include, most notably, the use of the ox-drawn plough, which enabled an
intensive cultivation on a small land base, and which supported the development of a
differentiated church and state elite (see Hoben, 1975). According to Hoben, (1975:

~ 157), this means that control over land, as opposed to control over labour, is the basis

for social stratification within the peasant village. In Tigray, the situation is somewhat
different; there, oxen constitute the scarce resource, and control over oxen is
extremely important in determining household wealth. The particular features of the
Tigray production system are discussed later in the thesis. In addition, northern
Ethiopian society has traditionally practised dowry rather than brideprice, and there is
a tendency to contract marriages between households of roughly commensurate
wealth. According to Goody (1971), these features render northern Ethiopian society
more like that of traditional Eurasia than Africa, because they encourage the
development and maintenance of differentiated social classes.

Notwithstanding some problematic assumptions in Goody's argument, descriptions of
peasant social life in Asia and Latin America do sometimes appear to have more in
common with Tigray than descriptions of peasant life in other parts of Africa. Shanin's

(1987: 21) account of peasant households in 19th century Russia is a case in point:

The peasant household is characterized by the extent of integration of the
peasant's family life with its farming enterprise. The family provides the
essential work team of the farm, while the farm's activities are geared mainly
to production of the basic needs of the family... the basic determinant of
household membership was not actual kinship but the total participation in the
life of the household or, as the Russian peasants put it, 'eating from the same
pot'... The demographic cycles of family history determined to a considerable
extent the functioning of the farms, while the needs and seasons of traditional
farming prescribed the patterns of everyday life.

® For a critical analysis of Goody's article in relation to the Amhara, See Hoben, 1975.
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Another characteristic of northern Ethiopian society that renders it somewhat distinct
on the African scene is the fact that capitalism failed to make significant headway in
the region. As Markakis and Ayele (1983: 44) note, "Ethiopia's legendary isolation
preserved the indigenous feudal social system well into the twentieth century".

Indeed, it was not until the mid-20th century that the country established a modern
economic sector of any size. In the countryside, large areas of land were alienated
from southern peasants for the development of plantation agriculture in the 1950s and
1960s. In the north, however, traditional land tenure arrangements, backed by elites
whose positions the tenure system supported, succeeded in blocking the alienation of

land for commercial agricultural. As a result:

... the impact of capitalism in this region... was still incipient and less disruptive
than it has proved to be in the southern region... Consequently, the northern
peasantry retained the traditional perspective largely unmodified until the last
days of the old regime (Markakis and Ayele, 1983: 60).

At present, infrastructure remains largely undeveloped in the north, and markets are
highly fragmented. The commercialisation of agriculture, begun in the west of Tigray,
has yet to make much headway in the rest of the province. Consequently, although
there are presently many economic initiatives, including road-building and the
development of a nascent industrial sector in the towns, the world of the Tigray
peasant remains emphatically rural and local. The "peasant mode of production"9 has
yet to be significantly affected by the development of commodity-based relations of
production. Indeed, it is only since the end of the war, and the growth in international
aid programmes, that Tigray peasants have interacted with the global capitalist
economy in any significant way.

The majority of agrarian reform programmes in Africa aim to promote growth in the

agricultural sector and to "modernise" traditional rural economies. In so doing, one of

® Hyden (1980: 12) defines the mode of production as "the economic organisation of a society
in its widest sense... a way of organising reproduction of both material and social conditions". |
have chosen not to delve into the intricacies of the "mode of production” debate, although it
occupied scholars in the field of peasant studies for some time. In simplest form, this debate
contrasts what Harriss (1982: 24) calls the "peasant differentiation” perspective with the notion
of a "specific peasant economy". The former assumes that peasants will disappear and
become either capitalist farmers or agricultural proletariats, while the latter attempts to account
for the persistence within modern economies of a distinct peasant mode of production.
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the key components of agrarian reform measures has been land reform. According to
Bassett (1993: 11), the 1960s and 1970s were "the land reform decades” in Africa.
During . this period, many newly-independent governments enacted new land
legislation. Broadly-speaking, these initiatives were aimed at modemising agricultural
production through the transformation of productive relationships along either
capitalist or socialist paths. In the former, land reform involved the individualisation of
land rights; in the latter, it involved the collectivisation of agriculture through the

development of state farms and producers co-operatives.

A common objective in both cases, however, was the eventual elimination of
indigenous tenure systems. As Okoth-Ogendo (1993: 255) notes, indigenous tenure
systems were seen as a major drawback to agricultural growth, because their
"communal” nature retarded individual initiative and encouraged inflexibility.

Because indigenous tenure systems blocked individual ownership of land, they were
seen by capitalist-oriented governments as incapable of providing the tenure security
necessary for investment, which in turn would promote increased efficiency and
productivity. Consequently, in countries such as Kenya, laws were enacted that aimed
at transforming complex sets of indigenous land rights into European-style private
property rights, through registration of individual titles (see Shipton, 1988). According
to Bassett (1993: 8), such land reform policies represented a continuation of colonial
policies, implemented in the decades after World War I, in which progress in the
agricultural sector would be measured by the "gradual dissolution of 'communal
tenure' into individual rights in land". As Bassett (1993) illustrates, this view retains

significant currency in present-day debates over Africa's agricultural development.

While governments interested in promoting commercial agriculture saw indigenous
tenure systems as blockages to economic growth, governments interested in
promoting socialism also saw indigenous tenure systems as problematic, because
they left open a pathway for capitalism to penetrate rural social relations and promote
inequality. However, few examples of radical land reform have resulted in either an
increase in agricultural productivity or an enduring equality. In the case of Ethiopia
under the Derg, while radical land reform was initially welcomed, especially in the

south, the modalities for collectivisation of agriculture became increasingly harsh,
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culminating in forced villagisation in many regions. In Somalia, Hoben (1988) details
how, after the enactment of land laws in 1975, all land officially belonged to the state
and land sale and tenancy were outlawed. Despite this, however, land was bought,
sold, and rented in the context of long-term leases. As Hoben (1988: 215) observes,
because different types of rights existed over the same land, land could still be
concentrated among those groups that were able to mobilise significant political and

economic resources.

In Tigray, as in other parts of Africa where dedicated land reform policies were
implemented, the indigenous tenure system was considered to be a blockage to
economic growth and social development of the peasantry. In this case, however, it
was not the "communal” nature of the traditional tenure system as such that was seen
as an impediment, but the way it supported the "feudal" world of the ancien regime.
One of the TPLF's key objectives in implementing agrarian reform was to radically
alter this world. With "feudal" lords undermined by the abolition of rights of benefice,
and with an egalitarian redistribution of plots, peasants would be able to "increase

production and improve their livelihoods" (TPLFa, 1988 5).

However, the envisaged increase in production would not be brought about through
the promotion of commodity-based agriculture or socialist agriculture. In this regard,
the TPLF land reform is distinct in the African context. Land reform was an instrument
for agrarian transition away from "feudalism”, but toward a less well-defined notion of,
essentially, a modernised peasantry. Although it is likely that many of its leadership
expected peasants would eventually make the transition to capitalist farming, the
TPLF's land reform was not specifically designed to establish commodity-based
relations in the countryside. Rather, peasant smallholder production, based on the

use of household and hired labour, was explicitly protected.

Nor did the TPLF land reform aim to modernise peasant production through
collectivisation. Despite the TPLF leadership's origins in the Marxist student
movement in Addis Ababa, the example of the Derg's land reform and forced
collectivisation of peasant farms provided an object lesson in what not to do. Rather,
the TPLF adopted a pragmatic approach to sharecropping and wage-labour that

contrasted sharply with land reform in the rest of the country.
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Since the passing of the land reform decades, it has become clear that many of the
ideas upon which African reform programmes were based are too simplistic.
Assumptions about indigenous tenure systems have been challenged by new studies
that show the complexity of the relationship between rights in land, agricuitural
practices, investment in land, power, gender, and social status. Bassett (1993) calls
particular attention to village-based studies (for example, Berry, 1988; Davison, 1988)
that contradict the notion of indigenous tenure as retarding the agricultural sector, by
showing how the flexibility of land rights in many indigenous systems allows for the

dynamic circulation and transfer of land resources. As Bassett (1993: 20) observes:

...the circulation of land via borrowing, inheritance, leasing, and pledging is a
key characteristic of flexible indigenous tenure systems. Land was even
alienable during the precolonial period, a type of transfer that should not be
seen exclusively as an outgrowth of capitalist land markets. The issue of
secure rights in land under indigenous control cannot be answered outside of
those social systems in which rights are assumed, negotiated, lost.

Bassett (1993 23) goes on to contrast the flexibility of many indigenous tenure
systems with the "the efatist nature" of some agrarian reform programmes, including
those in Somalia and Ethiopia, which "fostered increasingly rigid land allocation and
management practices". That egalitarian land reform may limit the flexibility of pre-

existing tenure systems is an issue that will be revisited later in the thesis.

This section has sought to highlight, in the context of a brief and highly selective
review of some of the literature on agrarian reform, some specific ways in which the
experience of Tigray is distinct in the African context. However, there is a danger in
claiming too much uniqueness for a particular case. Every case of agrarian transition
is by definition unique, and will involve different combinations of environmental,
ecological, political, economic and social factors, situated in an historically-specific
context. For this reason, many of the day-to-day social implications of agrarian reform
can only be fully understood in the course of detailed empirical studies. As Gledhill
(1991: 3) observes with reference to his own study of agrarian reform in the village of

Guaracha, Mexico:
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We can make one... straightforward claim for anthropological research at the
micro-level. (We) might tell... about the more mundane advantages of living in
a place and gaining the confidence of those we study. The data on such
matters as ejidal land tenure or international migration provided in this book
could not have been obtained in any other way... (I)f one wishes to provide an
accurate picture of the mundane realities of the social reproduction of a
campesino community, it is hard to see how such a picture could be obtained
without doing anthropological fieldwork.

It is the "mundane realities" of social life in Enda Mariyam village that this thesis
hopes to uncover. In the section below, the more specific issues explored in each
chapter of the thesis are outlined.

Before leaving this section, however, it is worth making some brief comments on the
literature on agrarian reform in Ethiopia after the fall of the imperial regime. Despite a
plethora of studies on the agrarian reform programme of the Derg (see Halliday and
Molyneux 1981; Pausewang, 1983; Rahmato, 1984), there is little empirical
information in these studies on the specific implications of reform for rural social life
and social organisation. Rather, many studies of Ethiopia's agrarian transition under
the Derg use a political economy approach that analyses agrarian transition in terms
of changing relationships of production, class, rural strata, or other kinds of abstract
social categories.

In some cases, this is reflected in a tendency toward superficial analysis of pre-
existing social organisation. The dynamics of traditional land tenure arrangements in
northern Ethiopia, for example, are often casually glossed as "feudal" without
discussion of keys ways in which these arrangements differed from, for example, the
feudalism of medieval Europe (see Hoben, 1975). Since any reform measures will
interact dynamically with existing structures and practices, detailed understanding of

the social context in which reform is mounted is critical to assessing its effects.

Another tendency in this literature is to consider whether agrarian reform "succeeded"
or "failed". Abate and Kiros (1983), for example, assess the land reform programme
of the Derg primarily in terms of whether greater equity in size of peasant landholding

was achieved - an explicit aim of the government. In so doing, land size is used as a
proxy indicator of the impact of land reform on peasant social organisation, and the

relationship between different rural strata.
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Such an approach fails, however, to provide a sufficient basis for understanding the
processes that affect household status, including how land, oxen, labour and gender
interrelate to determine household wealth. Nor does it provide a basis for
understanding why agrarian reform measures were experienced in a particular way,
and were productive of particular outcomes, in a given social and historical context.
Unfortunately, many analyses of the Ethiopian land reform follow a similar analytical

pathway.

This is not to say, however, that it is not important to understand why and with what
purpose agrarian reform is mounted. On the contrary, the objectives and modalities of
agrarian reform, and the ideological and institutional framework in which it is
implemented, are critical elements that influence the local experience of reform
measures. For this reason, the aims of the TPLF's revolutionary reform agenda are
outlined in the next chapter.

At the same time, to paraphrase Foucault (Smart, 1983 116), social outcomes are
always infinitely more complex than any programmatic formula. Hence, an analysis of
agrarian reform solely in terms of stated goals versus achievements is insufficient to
understand what has actually happened. We must broaden the field of understanding
beyond a pre-formulation of what category of changes have or have not occurred.

3. Overview of Chapter Contents

This thesis comprises an ethnographic approach to the question of agrarian reform in
Tigray. It aims to understand the implications of agrarian reform not in terms of
"success" or "failure”, nor in terms of abstract categories of strata or class, but in
terms of the day-to-day processes that shape social organisation and social
relationships in a specific village context. While land reform remains in the viewfinder
throughout, other aspects of the TPLF's revolutionary reform programme are also
considered.
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Although events in Tigray's recent history are not the specific concern of this thesis, a
contextualising overview is necessary. Chapter 2 provides a brief outline of recent
history in the region, with particular focus on two areas: rural social life prior to the end
of imperial rule in 1974, and the nature of institutional reform in "liberated areas"
under the TPLF after 1975.

Although part of this history, the effects of war and the collapse of the rural economy
into famine do not figure prominently in Chapter 2. One reason for this is that these
are topics covered in some detail elsewhere in the literature on northern Ethiopia (see
for example Africa Watch, 1991). More importantly, while warfare and famine led to
widespread impoverishment, they were contingent rather than systemic phenomena,
in that they did not alter the basic premises of rural social life. It was institutional
reform under rebel administration that was to have the most significant effect in this
régard.

Chapter 2 devotes considerable attention to reform measures, with particular focus on
land reform. Given that land constitutes the basis for rural livelihoods, no other single
reform implemented by the TPLF would have as profound an effect on day-to-day
social life. Also, no other aspect of the TPLF's revolutionary agenda would intervene
as directly in the organisation of peasant production. In the course of implementing
land reform, local committees were established that formed the basis for a new
system of rural administration, centred on locally-elected people's councils, or
baytos." After a discussion of land reform, the chapter provides a brief overview of

the bayto system and changes in administrative and judicial arrangements.

The local experience of revolutionary reform cannot be considered in isolation from
the subsistence world in which peasants reside. The dictates of ensuring a livelihood
in the particular setting of Tigray agriculture are harsh. They constitute the reality of
day-to-day life, as well as the template through which wider historical events are
interpreted. In a context where most households are chronically food insecure, the

constraints of subsistence need to remain in the foreground of analysis.

"% For clarity, Tigrinya words are pluralised throughout the thesis by adding a non-italicised "s".
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This requires, however, a basic understanding of how the local farm economy
operates. To this end, Chapter 3 provides an overview of the farm economy of Enda
Mariyam, with particular focus on how farm households gain access to agricultural
inputs. In a setting where rainfed cereal cropping is the most important source of
income, but where only a minority of households own the necessary farm inputs,
gaining access to farm inputs constitutes a central feature of the subsistence
landscape. In particular, the chapter considers the relationship between oxen
ownership, access to land for cultivation, and household wealth, and the implications

of this for the structure of economic relationships in the present day.

Institutions surrounding agricultural inputs have historically served to both pattern and
stratify local-level social relationships. During the ancien regime,. peasant land tenure
was based on a complex system of usufruct rights known as risti. Although it
guaranteed rights in land for all members of a descent group, by the mid-1970s the
local operation of risti had become highly inegalitarian. Landholdings were
concentrated in the hands of a minority of households, who were also able to
accumulate a majority of oxen resources. The concentration of land and oxen in the
hands of a small number of "big men" constituted the practical dimension of a social
order characterised by networks of vertically-oriented relationships of dependence.
These relationships provided the framework within which productive inputs circulated.
At the same time, to be a "big man" required that one possess moral as well as

agricultural capital, in the form of kibri, or status-honour.

The implementation of land reform beginning in the late 1970s, which abolished all
pre-existing rights in land, thus set in motion a humber of far-reaching and multi-
dimensional changes in peasant society. Chapter 4 considers these changes, with
particular focus on the relationship between the redistribution of landholdings, social

stratification, and notions of status-honour.

The land reform programme of the TPLF differed in several crucial respects from that
of the Derg. One of these was the fact that rights in land were granted to individual
adults rather than to households. Adult men and women thus obtained rights in land

regardless of their marital status. Chapter 5 examines the implications of this aspect
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of land reform for marriage and divorce practices, and for the process of separation to
establish a newly-independent household after marriage. Marriage and divorce
arrangements involve the transfer of rights in property from one household unit to
another; crucially, these transfers are gendered. One of the explicit objectives of
revolutionary reform was to promote the equality of women by modifying the transfer
of property rights upon marriage and divorce. Chapter 5 also explores how the reform
of customary law, combined with land reform, has affected the autonomy and status

of women.

Chapter 6 examines the implications of reform measures for local religious practice. In
the ox-plough regions of the northern highlands, the local practice of Ethiopian
Orthodox Christianity has an important bearing on agricultural production and land
use because, amongst other things, it serves to regulate agricultural labour. Chapter
6 considers how changes in the local economy precipitated by land reform have
affected the capacity of villagers to follow "traditional" religious practice. The chapter
also explores the implications of attempts to directly modify local religious practice -
especially to reduce the number of annual saints' days and other holy days, when no
work may be done on the land. With these attempts, TPLF hoped to free peasant
labour to pursue more agriculturally productive activities, and thereby reduce food
insecurity. They have had complex implications. Chapter 6 describes debates in Enda
Mariyam over the question of work on holy days and considers how religious practice
has, in many respects, become a contested area of social life.

Chapter 7 then concludes the thesis by summarising the implications of the
ethnographic material presented in previous chapters, in terms of both change and
continuity in Tigray village life. The chapter also considers broader issues in the

changing relationship between the village and the state.

4, The Setting and the Society

The remainder of this chapter provides an overview of the region and village(s) where

fieldwork took place, and considers some of the main aspects of Tigray social life.
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4.1 Tigray Region and People

The Tigray'' inhabit a region that coincides roughly with the location of the ancient
Axumite Empire, which existed from the first to the seventh century AD. Sometime in
AD 330, the Axumite king converted to Christianity in its Orthodox form (Zewde,
1991). Subsequently, Orthodox Christianity became closely linked to the cultural
identity of the northern peoples, the Tigray and the Amhara.

The Tigray comprise 94.8% of the population of Tigray Region'? and number some 3
million people (Central Statistical Authority, 1995). They speak Tigrinya, a language
derived from ancient Gi-iz, now only used in the liturgy of the Ethiopian Orthodox
Church.

Bruce (1976) has observed that the Tigray have an historical importance in Ethiopia
out of proportion to their numbers. This is due to their identity, together with the
Ambhara, as the cultural heirs of ancient Axum, and to their historical position as co-
claimants to the Imperial Throne of the Abyssinian Empire. From the 13th century
forward, however, the political centre of this empire gradually shifted southward from
Axum to the Amhara provinces of Gondar and Shoa. With the single exception of
Emperor Yohannes (1872-1889), it was the Amhara rather than Tigray who controlled
the Imperial Throne. According to Bruce (1976: 17), after nearly a millennium the
Tigray still consider the Amhara to be political upstarts. Resentment among the Tigray
at their marginalisation from the political centre of Ethiopia was greatly exacerbated in
the 20th century by a process of "Amharisation”, wherein Tigrinya was replaced by

Ambharic és the official language of education and administration.

" The 1994 government census report refers to the "Tigraway" (Central Statistical Office,
1995). | prefer the word "Tigray", after Bauer (1973) and Bruce (1976).

"2 The Federal Constitution of 1994 constituted Ethiopia as a republic with nine states, including
Tigray. More commonly, the term "Tigray Region" is used. Prior to 1991, Tigray was a province
of Ethiopia.
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Geographically, Tigray Region is vertically bisected by a highland plateau, including
mountains rising to over 4,000 metres, which continues southward gradually dropping
in altitude. On the eastern side of the region, the plateau drops off into an extension
of the Rift valley, which quickly becomes a semi-arid coastal plain. This plain is
inhabited by the pastoral Afar people. In 1994, the Afar Region was constituted,
comprising the coastal plain plus parts of Enderta and Raya Kobo in Tigray. To the
west, there are the sparsely populated lowlands of Wolkeit and Shire, which
traditionally produce surpluses of grain, sesame and incense. Tigray's single river is
the Tekeze, which changes from slow-moving stream to torrential flood during the

rainy season.

Typically, highland areas of Tigray above 2,000 meters receive better rainfall, while
lowland areas (below 1,600 meters) are more arid. The highland plateau is the most
densely populated and suffers from the most severe environmental degradation.

Smallholders farm both on flat-topped parts of the plateau, and on steep slopes.

Settlement patterns differ from district to district. In some places there are nucleated
villages separated from each other by substantial geographic features, such as steep
hills and mountains. In other areas, settlement is widely scattered throughout the
landscape. There are also both regional and local variations in rainfall patterns. As
Bauer (1973: 131) notes, "l have been soaked on one side of the village while the
other side remained perfectly dry."

The majority of Tigray are sedentary agriculturalists. Economic life revolves around
ox-plough cropping and animal husbandry. The agricultural system can be described
as a "dry grain agrarian mode" (Hill, 1982: 50). That is, nearly all available farm land
is cultivated each season, cultivation is undertaken mainly by household members,
farm tools and equipment are of "traditional" design and locally produced, and crop

yields are low due to reliance on rainfall (see Hill, 1982).

With little industrial development and a history of low levels of investment in regional
infrastructure, commerce and trade are the most important economic activities for

urban Tigray, comprising some 15% of the population. Main towns, including the
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regional capital Makele, are situated along the single paved road system, built during
the brief period of Italian occupation from 1936 to 1941. Off the main road there are
dirt and stone tracks, but these are of poor quality. Wheeled transport is rare; most
movement of goods occurs by pack animals or by foot. In the countryside, education

and health care are poorly developed, and adult and infant mortality rates are high.

In administrative terms, Tigray Region is comprised of weredas, which can be loosely
glossed as "districts". Each wereda has a population of around 40,000 people, and is
administered by a locally-elected council known as a mikre bet (Barnabas and Zwi,
1997). Every wereda, in turn, is divided into smaller units of administration, known as
tabiyas. '

A tabiya is equivaleht to the administrative unit that, in other parts of Ethiopia, is
delimited by a single Peasant Association. Tabiyas are made up of a cluster of
villages, usually three to five. They constitute the smallest unit of formal governance in
Tigray and are also administered by mikre bets. Villages - or kushets' - do not have
formal administrations. Typically those persons elected to the mikre bet from each

kushet act as informal leaders, but all important decisions are taken at tabiya level.

Tabiya and kushet are sometimes conflated in the literature under the single word
"village". However, they are distinct units. Indeed, there may be tension between the
various kushets that comprise a tabiya, usually over common resources such as
pastureland. Kushets can be further broken down into distinct residential clusters or

neighbourhoods, known as got. "

4.2 The Village Setting: Enda Mariyam (and Tegula)

The village of Enda Mariyam, where the bulk of fieldwork was conducted, is located in
Dega Tembien wereda on the south-central highland plateau. Dega Tembien has a

13 For ease of reading, the English word "village" is used throughout the text as a synonym for
kushet (see Tuquabo Aressi, 1987).

4 See Appendix 3 for a glossary of Tigrinya words.
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population of approximately 50,000 people, living in 14 tabiyas. Of these, nine are
categorized as highland (dega) and five as midland (woyna dega). In total, there are
57 kushets (villages) in the wereda.

The wereda capital is Hagre Selam, a small but bustling town linked to Makele by an
all-weather road that was nearing completion during the period of fieldwork. Hagre
Selam hosts the district market every Saturday, which offers crops, livestock and a
small array of manﬁfactured consumer goods. To the south of Hagre Selam, the
terrain changes from highland and midland to the lowland plain of Tembien, where the
much larger town of Abi Adi is located. Although Hagre Selam is the main
marketplace for residents of Enda Mariyam, the new road has made it easier to

access the markets in Abi Adi and Makele.

Enda Mariyam is one of three villages in the tabiya, also called Enda Mariyam,
located approximately 13 kilometres south of Hagre Selam. Due to its location in the
south of the wereda, the tabiya was one of the first to fall under the control of the

TPLF during the war, while the rest of the district remained under government control.

The three villages that make up Enda Mariyam tabiya are densely populated. Enda
Mariyam village is the most populous, with some 228 households. The fabiya as a
whole has a population of approximately 3,500 people. Enda Mariyam is the highest
village in the tabiya, with an altitude of approximately 2,700 metres. The other two
villages, Enda Michael and Mai Woini, are several hundred metres lower in valleys

formed on either side of a mountain plateau where Enda Mariyam is situated.

The village is generally considered to be a good place to live, in large part due to the
fertility of its soil. The village also has a good water source, consisting of a deep well
with rock siding only 20 minutes' walk from the centre of the village. This well was
constructed several generations ago; informants tell me that it has never run dry,

even during the worst drought years.

Within Enda Mariyam, people reside in one of six different gots. Each got comprises a
nucleated settlement of compounds, with agricultural land extending from just outside

each settlement to the edge of the tabiya. Each got has its own settlement history. Adi
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Lem Lem, for example, is the newest got in the village and was settled not more than
30 years ago to accommodate a growing village population. In the oldest got of the
village, Mahel Geza, there are the two churches of Mariyam and Tekle Himinut, as
well as a monastery housing approximately 20 monks. Mahel Geza is the focal point
of religious and political life in the tabiya. All tabiya meetings are held in a clearing in
front of the Mariyam church. After Mahel Geza, the next oldest got is Endabazbanom,
where | took up residence for the period of fieldwork.

The typical Enda Mariyam compound comprises two or three dwellings made of
stone, timber, and mud surrounded by a stone or wooden fence. Compounds are
usually occupied by a single household, typically comprising a husband and wife and
their children. Extended families in the same household are rare. As will be seen, it is

the goal of every young adult to establish their own, independent household.

According to local history, Enda Mariyam was originally settled by a man named
Negede, who traveled to Axum from Egypt in the first century A.D. From Axum,
Negede looked southwards and saw the mountain Tsetsan, which borders the village
to the north. Bringing with him a tabot'® from Axum, he founded the church of
Mariyam and claimed all the lands surrounding the church. Shortly after Negede,
three other men arrived - Sersu, Malaka, and Ahuba - and Negede granted each of
them land in turn. According to informants, the majority of village residents can trace
their descent through either male or female lines from one of these four original
settlers, known as balabat, and often to more than one. Prior to land reform, land

rights in the village were contingent upon the ability to establish such descent.

Older informants report that during the period of Emperor Haile Selassie, there was a
steady flow of migrants from neighbouring tabiyas who settled in Enda Mariyam,
having been attracted by the village's fertile soils and its reputation as a pious
community due to the presence of the monastery. These in-migrants married village
residents and, through their children, established land rights through descent claims.

After the arrival of the Derg in the mid-1970s, however, villagers say in-migration

5 A wooden board symbolising the Ark of the Covenant. Every Ethiopian Orthodox church has
a tabot, which is the most sacred object in the church. Indeed, it is the tabot, rather than church,
that is consecrated.
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dwindled dramatically. At present, due to population growth among existing residents,
tabiya mikre bet members say they would resist any newcomers who wanted to settle,
although there does not appear to be any in-migration at present. Indeed, such
movement as was possible to detect appears to be in the opposite direction,

comprising mainly young men leaving the village to seek employment in the towns.

In addition to those who can trace their ancestry to a founding settler, there is also
resident in the village a blacksmith and his kin who cannot. Blacksmiths, like other
artisan groups in the northern highlands, are normatively endogamous. During the

imperial period they were prevented from holding rights in land.

Blacksmiths are considered to be tebib, meaning people in possession of the evil eye,
which causes humans and oxen to sicken and die. Informants say blacksmiths cannot
help using the evil eye but are overcome by the force of their own power. Reminick
(1975: 32) reports the same lack of intentionality of blacksmiths (tayb in Ambharic)
among the Amhara, adding that attacks of the evil eye are thought to be provoked by
fear; hence, one must pretend to be carefree and unafraid in the presence of a tayb.
This tallies with what | observed during fieldwork, when the arrival of the blacksmith at

a public gathering appeared to be deliberately ignored by all present.

Those people whose ancestry has been mixed with blacksmiths through intermarriage
in previous generations are called gebechere, meaning of mixed or impure ancestry.
Since those with even a distant blacksmith ancestor may inherit the power of the evil
eye, residents of Enda Mariyam are keen to represent themselves as being chuwa, or
of pure ancestry, even when they are not. Indeed, following the abolition of the
traditional land tenure system, one of the main reasons to remember one's descent
chain (ahlet) is to prove that one is chuwa. This is important primarily in the context of
marriage contracts, where parents will try to ascertain the exact ahlet of a prospective
bride or groom for their children. Nevertheless, people say that, after the abolition of
risti land tenure, they have begun to forget their ahlet, as it is no longer necessary to
establish rights in land. At the same time, if one is gebechere, it is more convenient to

forget; otherwise, it may be difficult to find a marriage partner.
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In addition to Enda Mariyam village, some limited fieldwork was also conducted in
Tegula, in the eastern part of the wereda. Tegula is a very different village from Enda
Mariyam. It is geographically larger, with homesteads scattered widely across a hilly
plain. It is also more drought-prone. Walking through Tegula, one is struck by the arid
quality of the landscape, as opposed to the relatively green vistas of Enda Mariyam.
According to farmers in Tegula, their soil is of a much poorer quality than the soil in
Enda Mariyam. This, combined with poor rainfall,'® means the village typically

produces a much poorer harvest than does Enda Mariyam.

The difference in agricultural productivity of the two villages is reflected in the fact that
Tegula residents typically rely on migration for wage-labour in addition to crop
production. This is in contrast to Enda Mariyam, where the majority of households
typically rely primarily on crop production, and there is little seasonal out-migration
from the village. During the 1984/85 famine, the people of Tegula were forced to
leave their homes, and the entire village migrated either to the regional capital,
Makele, or to eastern Sudan. Since that time, Tegula residents say they have not had
what could be called an "adequate” harvest, mainly due to poor rainfall. On the other
hand, Tegula has a much larger grazing area than Enda Mariyam. Indeed, the tabiya
where Tegula is located has the largest livestock population in the wereda.

Tegula also has the reputation among wereda administrators of being a "good"
village, insofar as a majority of its residents are enthusiastic about participation in
local projects such as soil and water conservation. Wereda administrators explain this
enthusiasm with reference to Tegula's greater poverty as compared to villages in the
southern part of the district, and hence the greater willingness of Tegula people to
take an active part in development initiatives. Enda Mariyam, on the other hand, is
known to wereda administrators as a "difficult” village, meaning development projects
are not always enthusiastically embraced. As one wereda administrator noted, "Enda
Mariyam people have to argue about everything."

e Tegula abuts onto the edge of Enderta, one of the worst-affected parts of the region during
the 1984/85 famine. Generally, as one moves eastward, vulnerability to drought increases.
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4.3 Aspects of Social Life
4.3.1 The Tigray Household

An introduction to Tigray ethnography can profitably begin with a consideration of
normative aspects of the household. The household constitutes the most important
unit of social reproduction (see Bauer, 1973; Poluha, 1989). As in other peasant
societies, Tigray households are the main units of both production and consumption.
There is not much hiring of labour, especially agricultural labour, in Enda Mariyam.

Most households manage crop and livestock production tasks on their own.

As well as its economic importance, the household is also the most significant unit for
defining an individual's status in the village. Every young person in Enda Mariyam
looks forward to the time when he or she will separate from their natal household and
establish their own, independent household. For young men, heading one's own
household is a pre-requisite to recognition as a fully adult member of the village, and
to participation in the host of social activities and responsibilities this entails. For men,
the failure to establish an independent household, and especially to remain
dependent on one's natal household, is to be brought "low". There is, however, no
distinction made, in terms of the socially-defined position of household head, between
men and women, so that women may also be household heads in their own right. In
Enda Mariyam, around one-quarter of households were headed by women, typically

older women who had been divorced or widowed.

Tigray households are small in size and frequently comprise a nuclear family."”
However, there is no word in Tigrinya that can be accurately glossed as "family”. Kin
are called, alternatively, haw or zemed, but these terms do not convey the notion of
co-residential family as would be commonly understood in English. The closest

equivalent in Tigrinya is the word bete seb, meaning literally "house people" or

17 According to a household survey, the average is 4.3 persons. Two-thirds of surveyed
households comprise a household head, spouse, and children. See Appendix 1 (Section 4.4)
for details of survey methodology, and Appendix 8 for a simple frequency analysis of findings.
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"people of the house". Individuals commonly use the term bete seb to refer to those

with whom they reside and share common resources, notably grain.

The phrase "people of the house" provides an important clue to the character of the
Tigray household. Holy (1996) notes that a basic analytical distinction should be
drawn between "family" as a unit of kinship, and "household" as a unit of residence,
although the two may, in fact, overlap. In Tigray, while many households are
comprised of nuclear families, household membership is not automatically restricted
to close kin or affines. Rather, it is possible, and in the past not uncommon, for distant
kin and non-kin to be incorporated.'® This may occur, for example, when the head of
a household requiring additional labour takes in a member of another household to
fulfil a specific task position. Such new members may remain within the household,
sharing the same rights and obligations as other members. As Hoben (1970: 199)
notes, "It is difficult for a casual visitor to distinguish the head's children from his
young dependent relatives or servants."

In fact, the notion of "family" is misleading. Instead of a family, the Tigray household is
more accurately conceptualised as a co-resident enterprise, deploying its resources

under the direction of a household head toward ensuring a livelihood:

The household does not correspond to our common-sense conception of
family. It is not a "natural” familial unit whose size and fortunes are determined
primarily by facts of marriage, birth, death, and inheritance... Rather, it must
be regarded as an enterprise based in a group of people predominantly linked
by ties and sentiments of kinship who live together in a single homestead
under the authority of a head, and work together under his and his wife's
direction to exploit the land and livestock under his control (Hoben, 1973: 164).

Although the household comprises people linked by ties of kinship, household
membership at any given time is determined less by such ties than by economic

considerations. Turning again to Hoben (1973: 165), he notes that:

18 o .
Informants say this is less common today, as fewer households can afford to incorporate
new members.
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The composition, size and social status of a household are dependent not so
much on chance of birth as on the managerial talents of its head, on his ability
to maintain orderly relations among its working members, to organize its
agricultural activities, and to gain and retain control over scattered fields of
arable land.

Within the household, the head customarily has unquestioned authority to direct the
activities of household members. This is expressed in terms of the head's status as
azazi, or one who gives orders, and the status of all other household members -
especially dependent children - as tazazi, or one who receives orders. In general,
junior male members of a household follow the orders of more senior males, as do
junior females. Since household tasks are strongly gender-defined, with women and
men responsible for the domestic field and the production field, respectively, this
chain of command makes sense. At the same time, age is also a factor in the extent
to which orders are obeyed. An older female can usually ignore the orders of a
younger male. Everyone, however, is obliged to obey the orders of the household
head.

Despite being azazi, the Tigray household head does not have unlimited authority nor
exclusive rights to household resources. Although the resources of the household are
under his or her management, resources belonging to individual members cannot be
disposed of without their consent. This is true, for example, in cases where a woman
has brought an ox or a cow to the household through marriage. The animal will be
used for the household's common livelihood pursuits, but in case of divorce it will
remain with the woman. Indeed, the sale of an animal belonging to a spouse by the
household head, without consultation, is grounds for divorce. In addition, if members
are dissatisfied with the way the household head is directing the household's fortunes,
they can simply leave, taking with them any of the resources in which they have
rights. In this respect, a successful household head is a successful manager of

people as well as resources.

In general, the size of the household increases as the household's wealth increases,

and its labour requirements rise. In Enda Mariyam, for example, households with no
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oxen averaged 3.5 persons, while households with 2 oxen averaged 5 persons.'® This
points to another feature of the Tigray household: namely, that its composition is
liable to change over time, largely in coincidence with the changing portfolio of
household resources. Importantly, however, the portfolio of resources at a
household's disposal is itself subject to change in Tigray's risk-prone farming
economy. A household that has produced a bumper harvest one year, for example,
may experience near total crop failure in the following year, due to pest infestation,
drought, a localised hailstorm or other event. Crop failure is usually followed by the

sale of assets - notably oxen.

Aside from death, households are created and dissolved through the institutions of
marriage and divorce. Marriage is normally virilocal, although there are exceptions.
Some men who contract marriages with women from Enda Mariyam, for example,

choose to settle in Enda Mariyam due to its fertile soils. In éontrast, men from Tegula

say they have difficulty attracting women to the village to marry.

Marriage is best described, following Bauer (1975: 236), as a contractual agreement
involving little ceremony and requiring no religious sanctification. Ideally, a marriage
contract brings together the minimum amount of resources necessary for a new
couple to manage as an independent household. Junior members, including distant or
non-kin who have been "incorporated" into the household, have the right to expect
their first marriage to be sponsored by the head of their household, including the
provision of resources. In Enda Mariyam, the bride's sponsoring household typically
provides cattle and the groom's sponsoring household typically provides grain. The
groom's household also provides a dwelling hut located in their own compound, to be
occupied by the new couple until they can move to a compound of their own.

Although a new couple may reside in the groom's natal compound, they will be
expected to manage largely on their own, and to store and consume their grain
separately. Common storage and consumption of grain is what, most fundamentally,
defines a distinct household, and also implies that household members are engaged

in common land husbandry. The National Census Office of Ethiopia defines a

19 See Appendix 8, Section 2.
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household as a group who resides in a separate house, eats separately, and
maintains separate resources. My own experience suggests the latter criterion is the
most telling, since several household may reside in the same compound and eat
together for convenience, but still store their grain separately and consider

themselves to be distinct households.

Once individuals separate from their natal household upon marriage, they are called
guji wutsa, or "new hutted". To become guji wutsa has a number of implications. It
means that the new couple is responsible, as a distinct household, for making
contributions to the parish church in their own right, as well as paying tax on land in
their own name. In terms of public administration, a guji wutsa couple is expected to
vote as a distinct unit from their natal households, and to speak with a distinct voice. It
also implies that the head of the guji wutsa household will undertake the independent
management of the household's landholding, and is thus free to enter into
transactions with other heads of households for the exchange or loan of agricultural

capital, such as oxen.

Female-headed households comprise approximately one-quarter of households in
Enda Mariyam. This is a function of the strongly marked gender division of labour
within Tigray households. Although a woman may live alone, it is extremely rare to
find a man living alone. This is because Tigray men do not prepare food, and thus
require a female to prepare their meals. A recently divorced or widowed man will
quickly remarry, or return to his natal household until such time as he can find a
female to incorporate into his household, typically through marriage. A recently
divorced or widowed woman, on the other hand, can choose to remain in her
husband's village and live alone. In practice, it is rare for a woman of childbearing age
to remain living alone for long. Most of the female heads of households in Enda
Mariyam were past childbearing age. Although they can live alone, the fact that
women traditionally do not plough means that a female heading her own household
will usually be forced to rent out her fand, unless she has a son or other male relative

of ploughing age.

Marriages are easily dissolved, and divorce is common. Bauer (1977: 126) estimated,

for example, that the average marriage in Hareyna village lasted only 12.7 years.
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Divorce is most common among newly-married couples, and is linked to the
difficulties new households face in surviving economically, especially if they have

been poorly-resourced by their sponsoring households.

The frequency of divorce and remarriage, together with adjustments of household
composition in response to economic circumstance, mean that an individual is liable
to pass through a number of different households in his or her lifetime. In this regard,
while the household as social unit retains a primary place in Tigray social
organisation, an individual Tigray household is not necessarily an enduring unit.
Rather, individuals are liable to change their household affiliation over time. As Bauer
(1975: 236) observes, "Offspring often leave to join other households, and new
members are brought in as labor requirements dictate."”

The fact that household membership is liable to change contributes to the lack of
family dynasties among the Tigray peasantry. As noted earlier, the goal of young
persons is to separate from their natal households and establish their own,
independent households. A man will seek to be known by his own achievements,
rather than his father's. Indeed, one way of making a man "low" is to call h_im by his
father's name rather than his own. Similarly, Bauer (1977: 2) points out that,
"Although a man would know his grandfather's nhame, he might not know what his
position within the community had been." In consequence, there are no families that
constitute a transgenerational entity in rural Tigray, with a past, a future, a reputation
to preserve, and resources such as land to be passed relatively intact to the next
generation. On the contrary, the formation and dissolution of households involves the
combining and dividing of a portfolio of resources that are intact only as long as the
household is intact.

4.3.2 Wider Social Relations

While the household is the most important unit of social reproduction, every individual
also has a myriad of different extra-household affiliations. As well as a household
member, an individual is also part of a gorebet, or neighbourhood, and will likely have

formed bonds of close friendship with other persons in the neighbourhood or in the
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village at large, whom they will call fetawi. They will also be part of a kin group, and -
for the majority of Tigray peasants - members of the parish of the local Ethiopian
Orthodox Church.

People who reside in the same got normally call each other gorebet, which can be
glossed as "neighbour". Bauer (1973: 110) qualifies the nature of neighbourhood
affiliation as follows:

The relationship between neighbors is normatively reciprocal and symmetrical
and entails the duty to respond to hue and cry and the duty to help in the
preparation of feasts.

In Enda Mariyam, members of the same got share a sense of common identity within
the larger identity of the village and parish. In a setting characterised by nucleated
settlements surrounded by geographic features such as steep slopes, this derives in
part from experience of a common microclimate. In my own got of residence, for
example, mud slides were a constant source of danger during rainy season months -

a danger not shared by residents of Mahel Geza got only five minutes walk away.

More importantly, members of the same got are expected to attend each other's
christenings, wedding, and funerals, and to provide labour on a reciprocal basis for
tasks such as housebuilding or carrying a sick person to the district hospital. Failure
to honour these obligations is grounds for criticism within the got, and the withdrawal
of reciprocal support. Few households are able to manage without the ability to call
upon their neighbours' labour in an emergency, and consequently there were few
households in Enda Mariyam that did not maintain the minimum level of social
obligation to others in the same got.

It is possible to divide the different gots in Enda Mariyam into smaller units, comprised
of those compounds in close physical proximity to one another. When speaking to
other members of the village, or to outsiders, informants typically use the word
gorebet to mean those people resident in the same gotf. When speaking with persons
from the same got, however, they may use gorebet - literally "close people" - to mean

only those people they consider to be their immediate neighbours.
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What the word gorebet signifies, however, depends on who is speaking. Women use
the word gorebet most commonly to mean the households of other women with whom
they have established a relationship of mutual support and friendship. Such
households are almost always in close proximity, since women spend most of their
time inside or close to the dwellings of their compound, especially the cooking hut (da
mogogo). Women regularly seek the help of other wohen for such tasks as fueling an
oven, grinding grain, fetching water, and cooking. Usually, women do not seek such
assistance outside their immediate gorebet. One reason for this may be virilocal
marriage. A woman newly arrived in a village will not herself approach other women
for help but instead must wait until she is visited by neighbouring women, who bring
coffee and bread. After this visit, she can reciprocate in kind. It is then possible for her
to begin asking to borrow food items in small quantities, and to loan them herself. As
relations with her gorebet develop, a woman may ask for help in fetching water or
gathering fuel for cooking, and eventually for help in grinding grain, the most
physically demanding task.

For men, gorebet are typically those households in close proximity, who can be
counted on to provide labour on a reciprocal basis, and who are regularly invited to
attend the monthly celebration of the day of the household saint, known as the
mezeker. For a large mezeker celebration, guests from outside the got may also be
invited, but the group of those invited from the got itself are seen to constitute a man's
"neighbours". Usually, but not necessarily, these will comprise the heads of the ten or
so households in close proximity. Because men prefer to build their compounds in the
same got as their father, some of those who comprise a man's gorebet will also,
usually, be his kin. Patrivirilocality is not a fixed rule, however, and there are
exceptions. Nor is neighbourhood affiliation a fixed category of group membership.
While relatively infrequent due to land shortage, there is no penalty or censure for

changing one's got and re-establishing a new set of neighbours in a new location.

The residential boundaries of a village are often, but not always, co-terminous with the
boundaries of a parish of the Ethiopian Orthodox Church. The parish of the Mariyam
church includes all residents of Enda Mariyam village, as well as a small number of
residents of Mai Woini and Enda Michael villages, in the same tabiya. The lack of
exact fit is due to the fact that the Mariyam parish traditionally encompassed those
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persons in the descent chain (ahlef) of the village's four original settlers, one of whom
founded the church, according to local history. Since the end of the imperial period,
administrative boundaries were re-established to delineate the kushets in a tabiya.

Although roughly commensurate, these do not exactly mirror parish boundaries.

During the imperial period, the parish was also the smallest unit of political
administration, governed by a chika shum, or headman. Members of the same parish
shared common responsibility for delivering the total of taxes and tribute required by
regional elites and the imperial state. At present, the parish is no longer a formally-

recognised political unit.

Membership in the local parish provides perhapé the most significant extra-household
sources of status and identity in Tigray social life. According to Bauer (1973: 91),
most of a person's universal, non-contractual obligations are associated with two
units: the household and the parish. Members of the same parish are under the
protection of the same patron saint and share mutual responsibility for the moral and
religious profile of the community, not least in terms of how the parish is judged by
heavenly powers. Individuals who transgress an important religious prohibition not

only risk misfortune for themselves, but for the parish at large.

Parish members are also obliged to work for the common good of the church and to
ensure the church community is seen as pious in the eyes of outsiders. This includes
the provision of annual and monthly gifts to enable the village to celebrate the most
important holidays in the Ethiopian Orthodox calendar, and to support the number of
clergy required for regular celebration of the mass. As long as an adult fulfils these_
obligations and performs the minimum of religious duties considered necessary to
maintain the piety of the community, it does not much matter whether they actually

attend church services.

Unlike parish membership, an individual's kin group does not usually constitute a
source of identity or status. As noted earlier, an individual is largely judged by what
they themselves achieve. The only exceptions are in cases where a person's father
possessed a noble title, which still confers a degree of local honour upon the son.
Otherwise, the kin group as such does not constitute the basis for either group identity

or social action. The same is true of the cognatic descent group or groups to which
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most individuals (with the exception of blacksmiths) belong. Although the majority of
Enda Mariyam residents belong to one of four cognatic descent groups, traced
through either male or female lines to an original settler, these groups were only
meaningful in terms of social practice during the period when risti land tenure was in

operation.

Even under risti, however, there was no solidarity of action among members of the
same descent group. On the contrary, such members were often in conflict with one
another over competing land claims. Hence, although cognatic descent systems do
not preclude the formation of cohesive social groups organised on the basis of

descent principles (see Keesing, 1975), such groups are not evident in Tigray.

Informants in Enda Mariyam say that, in theory, a person has the obligation to provide
assistance, when asked, to both close (haw) and distant kin (zemed) if they are in
serious need. Informants also say it is a good idea to maintain contact with as many
kin as possible, so they can be called upon for support when needed.

In practice, most people lack the wherewithal to maintain relationships with many of
their zemed. The continuation of a relationship with one's zemed is premised on
continued reciprocity. So, for example, during a religious holiday an individual might
visit a relative with freshly baked bread and food, but these visits will stop if that
relative does not reciprocate in kind on another holiday. The only obligation that is
regularly acted upon with regard to more distant kin is the obligation to attend their
funeral, which is met as far as possible even over quite long distances.

Kin who are closely related (haw) have stronger obligations of mutual assistance.
Informants in Enda Mariyam generally agreed that one's haw include - in abstract
terms - siblings of either sex, parents, grandparents, mother's and father's siblings
and their children, and step-siblings raised in the same household. Especially for
those haw who have once been co-resident in the same household, mutual
obligations include material support for weddings, christenings, and funerals, mutual
aid in periods of difficulty, including the loan of cash or grain, and, historically,

vengeance in cases of murder.
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Despite its abstract definition, people in Enda Mariyam commonly use the word haw
to refer to those specific consanguines with whom they have a close and mutually-
supportive relationship. Thése are not necessarily all of the kin specified above.
Rather, exactly who an individual calls haw depends largely on circumstances of
residence, economics, and interest. Even kin who are distantly related may call each
other haw if they live in close proxim'ity, attend each other's christenings, weddings
and funerals, provide economic assistance on a reciprocal basis when the need

arises, and visit each other on the main religious holidays.

Conversely, just because two individuals are closely related does not automatically
mean that a close relationship will actually exist between them. Rather, as Poluha
(1989) points out, actual relations between individuals who are close kin is highly
variable. Even when the homesteads of close kin are located in proximity, they may
have no more special interaction than is normative for neighbours. According to
Poluha (1989: 60), the quality of the relationship between women and their daughters-
in-law largely determines the extent to which the households of close kin are actually
close. More generally, it can be said that the actual relationship between kin depends
less on ties or categories of blood or marriage, than on social interest and opportunity.

In her study of the Amhara of Ashena village in Gojjam, Poluha (1989) draws a
distinction between Vvillage-level social relationships characterised by balanced
reciprocity, as opposed to generalised reciprocity. These terms are worth considering
for a moment, insofar as they provide a useful analytical tool for understanding Tigray

social relationships.

Poluha borrows the terms from Sahlins (1972). In defining exchange relationships,
Sahlins (1972: 279) pictures a set of concentric spheres radiating outward from "the
close-knit inner circles of homestead and hamlet, extending thence to wider and more
diffuse zones". Within the inner circles, according to Sahlins, generalised reciprocity is
more likely to prevail: that is, a personalised exchange in which moral as opposed to
economic considerations have greater weight, and where things are given without the

expectation of a quick return of things of commensurate value.
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As one moves farther away from the inner circle, exchange becomes less altruistic,
more economic, and the need for balanced as opposed to uneven exchange
increases. In balanced reciprocity, things of commensurate value are returned with
little delay. Whereas, in generalised reciprocity, the failure to retum a favour or gift
does not necessarily result in the cessation of favours or gifts, in balanced reciprocity
it does. This is because, in balanced reciprocity, "(t)he parties confront each other as
distinct economic and social interests”, where, "(t)he material side of the transaction is
at least as critical as the social" (Sahlins, 1972: 195).

Poluha (1989) accepts Sahlins' distinction between generalised exchanges that
appear more altruistic, since they do not necessarily stipulate how reciprocity is to
occur, and balanced exchanges that appear more economic. However, instead of
concentric spheres radiating out from generalised to balanced reciprocity, Poluha
suggests that, in Ashena, social relationships are in flux, and two individuals may
move from balanced to generalised reciprocity, or back again, depending on the
nature and circumstance of their interaction over time. This is rather different from
Sahlins' notion of discrete spheres of exchange, in which all individuals within the

same sphere maintain the same form of reciprocity.

Poluha's use of the concepts of balanced and generalised reciprocity appears
appropriate for the Tigray as well as the Amhara. It is possible to say, for example,
that the majority of extra-household social relationships in Enda Mariyam are
characterised by balanced reciprocity. This is not to say that altruism is absent in
interpersonal relations, but rather that such relations are frequently informed by social
and material, as well as moral, interests. As seen above, in the case of both
neighbours and kin, if reciprocation is not maintained, then the relationship between
two individuals of either category will usually lapse. Even within the household - the
unit Sahlins considers the inner circle of altruism - obligations and rights must be kept
in careful balance, and the household head spends much time managing
intrapersonal household relationships. As Hoben (1970: 198) observes:

The idiom of the household is not primarily an idiom of kinship as it is in so
much of sub-Saharan Africa. It is rather an idiom of politics and clientship.
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At the same time, relationships between kin or neighbours can move from balanced
to more generalised reciprocity over time, if there also develops, between the two
individuals involved, a trusting friendship. According to Poluha (1989: 105), friendship

in Ashena is of greater importance than might be expected, because:

...(t)he traditional inheritance system made kin contend for cultivation rights to
the same pieces of land, thereby reducing their opportunities of becoming
close to each other. This may have contributed to the fact that even close
relatives never had very intimate relations and that friendship is so important in
the community, particularly between men.

Male informants in Enda Mariyam say that a friend is someone with whom it is
possible to share secrets, who will defend your reputation against public and private
criticism, who will act as a guarantor (wahas) for loan agreements or in cases of
dispute, who will provide favours, and who will give help in times of need. In many
cases, close male friends are age mates who began their friendships at an early age.
Although the word for "friend" in Tigrinya is arki, close male friends in Enda Mariyam
more commonly refer to one another as fetawi, which can be loosely glossed as
"ones who like or love each other". Women also call their close friends fefawi, but due
to virilocal marriage a woman's fetawi are often her immediate neighbours with whom
she has the most regular contact, rather than age mates.

in Enda Mariyam, bonds of close male friendship are not limited to age mates. In
addition, there are also bonds of friendship between men of different age, in which
there is a degree of economic and social dependence of the younger man upon the
older. An example is the friendship between Alem Techliwoini, a well-to-do-farmer in
Enda Mariyam, and a much poorer and younger farmer, Gerensay Yohanis, living in
the same got. Gerensay's newly-established household is highly dependent on the
economic patronage of Alem, who not only supports Gerensay but spends
considerable amounts of time with him, because "he is my close friend". In exchange,
Gerensay helps Alem with tasks around his homestead, and is one of Alem's fiercest

defenders in both public and private.

This kind of mentoring relationship can be seen as one end of a spectrum of dyadic

relationships based on uneven economic circumstances. In this particular case there
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is a high degree of generalised reciprocity between Alem and Gerensay, who are
close personal friends. In other cases, dyadic relationships of dependence are less
altruistic and more clientalistic in nature. In subsequent chapters, dyadic exchange
relationships are explored in more detail, both in terms of historic relations between
patrons and clients, or "big men" and their followers, and in terms of present-day

transactions for agricultural capital.

4.3.3 The Individual and the Group

As the discussion thus far has implied, Tigray village life is oriented around the
individual and the household, rather than social groups. Status and identity, for
example, derive primarily from individual achievement, either alone or as household
head, rather than from membership in a particular group or category of persons.
Although parish membership provides the most significant form of extra-household
group affiliation, parish membership itself is elective. Once residence in a new village
has been established, it is relatively easy to join the parish of a new church, requiring,
according to Bauer (1973), only the demonstration of support for the church through
the provision of gifts. Nor does membership in corporate or descent groups provide a

basis for status and identity, or for social action.

Hence, despite commonly-held beliefs about the solidarity of groups within traditional
societies, group solidarity among the Tigray is in fact relatively weak. Bauer (1975:
236) notes, for example, that Tigray society is characterised by "a weakness of
corporate groups", insofar as few activities are carried out through the medium of
corporations, and "those groups which do exist tend to show little solidarity".?°
Similarly, Hoben (1970: 202) notes:

The high degree of structural individuation in Amhara social organization is
consistent with the observed low degree of individual commitment to any of the
groups of which he is a member. This low degree of group solidarity is evident
in the paucity of group symbols, in the very limited amount of ritual activity

20 Bauer (1975) uses "corporate group” without providing a specific definition, but we can

assume he means groups with presumptive perpetuity, group identity, rules of membership,
internal structure, and common affairs.
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specifically associated with any group except the parish, in the near absence
of group-imposed sanctions, and, above all, in the inability of groups to
undertake or bring to fruition cooperative activity unless their members are
individually exhorted to action by an authority figure who characteristically
exerts his influence, not as a leading member of the group, but through a role
unrelated to group membership.

The lack of group solidarity in Tigray social organisation is also evident in the absence
of social strata. In northern Ethiopia, social ties were not concentrated within strata,
but between individuals and households. Bauer (1977) asserts, for example, that
there were no permanent, polarised classes of rich and poor in Hareyna. Although
there were substantial differences in levels of wealth, individuals and households were
continually changing their positions relative to one another. Further, although the gulf
between them was large, the rich and the poor did not consider themselves to be

different categories of people, with different goals and interests.

in this regard, Bauer's ethnographic description of Hareyna is in contrast to a view of
pre-war society as divided into distinct economic classes, linked to different forms of
land rights. This is a view found, for example, in much of the early writing on the
Tigray revolution (see Tekeste Agazi, 1983, Firebrace and Smith, 1982). However, as
Tareke (1991: 73) observes:

In Ethiopia, resource distribution - amount of land, size of animal herds, type
and quantity of equipment, and income - largely determined the
socioeconomic status of rural families, but political behaviour did not always
correspond to one's economic position. This is because classes were dynamic
social categories the members of which may or may not, fully or partly, have
been conscious of their identical interests. What diverted attention from group
concerns was people's claims to multiple identities and their involvement in
dual or more economic activities... In the peasant economy, many people
were at the same time owner/cultivator and part-tenant.

Tareke's remark points to a feature of Tigray social organisation that helps explain the
weak solidarity of social groups. That is, the fact that every person has a myriad of
potential affiliations which he or she can activate, depending on the specific situation.
Hoben (1970) suggests that this potential multiplicity of affiliations militates against an
individual committing themselves very strongly to any single group. Similarly, Bauer
(1977: 2) notes that, " the individual in Hareyna faces relations of almost constant

fluidity such that he is seldom part of a strong corporate group."
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The multiplicity of ties that every individual faces is underlined by the dynamics of
cognatic descent. As Holy (1996) notes, a cognatic descent system offers the
individual the chance to identify with a particular group according to circumstance and
advantage, without sacrificing potential future membership in other groups. Although
cognatic descent groups did not form the basis for social action in Tigray except in
relation to claims to risti land, the operating principles of cognatic descent probably
encouraged what can be called an ethos of optation in Tigray social life. That is,
individuals are oriented toward a high degree of autonomy in choosing which social
relationships they maintain and which they allow to lapse. Calls to social action based
on appeals to group solidarity usually have little effect if individuals are not

predisposed toward that action for some other reason.

Bauer (1976: 136) identifies another factor in the weakness of corporate groups - the
nature of the Tigray farming system, and the ecological and environmental setting for
production:

Tigray technology demands little team effort. There are no wet paddies to
plant...where well-coordinated teams are required. Nor are there economies of
scale in harvesting... The technological, ecological and economic constraints in
farming...fail to encourage corporate ties.

In Enda Mariyam, there are no aspects of the farming enterprise that can genuinely ,
be characterised as co-operative. Every household operates more or less as a distinct
production unit, within a cultural idiom that values individual, as opposed to group,
achievement. As Bauer (1977: 3) observes, " 'God helps those who help themselves'
might be a good way to characterize the Tigray ethos". Even when individuals from
different households pool their labour for tasks such as weeding, there is always the
expectation of reciprocity on an individual basis for each participating worker. If this
expectation is not met, the individual who failed to reciprocate will not be invited to
pool labour in the future, nor can they expect to easily attract additional labour
themselves. Similarly, Poluha (1989: 108) notes that the most important element for
the success of work groups (wubera) among the Amhara of Ashena is that "balanced

reciprocity in all aspects must prevail."
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This is not to say, however, that there is no interdependence between households in
the farming enterprise. On the contrary, despite a government-sponsored credit
programme aimed at providing households with agricultural inputs, including oxen, the
majority of Enda Mariyam households get the inputs they need through exchange or
loan arrangements with other households in the village. In this regard, the relatively
high degree of interdependence between households in the farming enterprise is
characterised by dyadic exchanges between individuals, rather than by allegiance to,

or membership in, broader social groupings.

In general, it is possible to say that the multiplicity of affiliations open to every
individual, and the associated weakness of corporate groups, fits well with the pursuit
of a livelihood in the Tigray setting. In a context where household economic viability is
fragile, and where the resources available to the household are in flux, it helps
individuals to have a significant degree of autonomy in managing the profile of their
social relationships. At the same time, individuals must manage the profile of their
social relationships wisely. The extent to which a household can obtain access to key
productive inputs is largely a function of the nexus of social relationships at its
disposal. Household heads who maintain wider sets of social relationships have a
better chance of negotiating access to scarce farm capital than those who do not,
because they have a wider area across which to cast their net when seeking
exchange agreements.
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CHAPTER 2 - HISTORICAL BACKGROUND

1. Introduction

This chapter aims to situate the experience of peasant farmers in Enda Mariyam in a

broader historical context, by describing key aspects of the Tigray revolution.

Much has been written about the political transition in Ethiopia from imperial rule
under Emperor Haile Selassie to rule; after 1974, by a committee of military officers
known as the Derg. With regard to this transition at local level, scholarly studies have
focused on attempts by the Derg to re-organize the peasant sector according to a
socialist model derived mainly from the Soviet Union, who became the key political
backer of the state after 1978. These attempts included, first and foremost, the Land
Reform Proclamation of 1975, which abolished all pre-existing rights in land, outlawed
tenancy and agricultural wage labour, and led to state confiscation of large
landholdings. After 1975, state policies conceming the peasant sector became
increasingly interventionist and politicized. As Bruce, Hoben, and Rahmato (1993: 2)

observe:

Radical land reform came to serve the broader agenda of agricultural
transformation that eventually included agrarian socialization and the rapid
promotion of producers and  service cooperatives, Vvillagization, grain
requisitioning, the suppression of private trade in favor of the state-run
Agricultural Marketing Cooperative, state-owned large-scale mechanized
farms, and massive interregional resettlement. After the first few years, and in
particular after 1978 when the Derg embraced a hard-line Stalinist policy,
implementation of all rural reform programs was highly authoritarian and top-
down, with very little room for local participation or feedback. This top-down
approach, and the means of coercion and control of the rural population (as
well as of production) which the Derg employed indiscriminately right up to the
last year before its downfall eventually undermined the government's agrarian
programs and led to loss and wastage of rural resources on a large scale.

Aside from an initial and somewhat patchy round of land reform, however, the Derg
was unable to impose its agenda for agrarian socialism in Tigray. As Young (1997)
notes, in the years directly after the fall of Emperor Haile Selassie, the Derg was siow
to gain control of the organs of state, especially in more peripheral areas. By the time

the Derg solidified control in Tigray, the TPLF had already emerged as an armed
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opposition movement, and had already established relations with much of the
peasantry. From approximately the late 1970s forward, as it gained ascendancy over
other armed opposition groups, the TPLF expanded its base of rural support. By the
early 1980s, the TPLF had mobilised large numbers of peasants to fight against the

Derg, and was in control of large areas of the countryside (Smith, 1987).

Faced with a growing armed insurgency, the Derg abandoned many of its policies
aimed at re-organising rural production, and concentrated instead on programmes
aimed at undermining the peasant sector, which provided the bulk of TPLF
combatants and the basis of its political support. In addition to military offensives that
targeted grain surplus-producing areas, this included population resettlement from
Tigray to the south of the country, and the interdiction of famine relief supplies to
TPLF-controlled areas (Africa Watch, 1991). As towns became increasingly isolated
islands of government control, urban economies were effectively cut-off from
articulation with rural areas and re-oriented toward service provision to army
garrisons. In the "liberated" countryside, meanwhile, the TPLF implemented its own
set of political and economic reforms.

Hence, from approximately the early 1980s forward, much of Tigray experienced a
distinct historical trajectory.z‘ Rural areas were the site of an administrative system
that was distinct in both form and content from the one established by the Derg
elsewhere in the country. This system would prove remarkably effective in mobilizing

the rural population to prosecute the war and in implementing reform measures.

Little of Tigray's recent history has been systematically studied, however. In terms of
the Tigray revolution itself, there are very few sources available. The notable
exception is Young (1995, 1997), who produced a first history of the revolution.
Chiari's short study (1996) of the TPLF land reform is also important in this regard.

It is beyond the scope of this study to provide more than a summary account of the

2! For the purposes of this discussion, the Eritrean war of independence, from 1961 to 1991, is
excluded. A former Italian colony, Eritrea was deemed a UN protectorate after World War Il. In
1962, Emperor Haile Selassie unilaterally annexed the territory to Ethiopia. In May 1994, after
thirty years of armed resistance, the territory was formally declared an independent state, after
a UN-sponsored referendum.
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revolution, notwithstanding the difficulties a lack of source material creates for such
an undertaking. Rather, the chapter concentrates on those issues of direct relevance
to the study - namely, the reform measures introduced by the TPLF during the war. In
this regard, particular attention is paid to the TPLF's land reform. After initial contact
by TPLF political cadres, land reform was the first programme of the revolution to be
introduced in rural villages; it is also the reform measure that had the most far-
reaching implications for rural social life. The chapter also considers the
establishment of a new administrative system, centred on the creation of local
people's councils.

Before examining these aspects of the Tigray revolution, however, it is important to
contextualise events within a broader framework. Although the TPLF was engaged in
a military contest with the Derg, its reform programme sought to transform.a rural
society that was still fundamentally that of the late imperial period. The chapter thus

begins with a consideration of key aspects of the social world of the ancien regime.

2. The Social World of the Ancien Regime

With its twin institutions of imperial throne and Orthodox Church, Ethiopia prior to
1974 was often characterised as bearing a resemblance to medieval Western
Europe. Levine (1965: ix-x), for example, refers to northern Ethiopia as "a gate
through time to a state of being that is richly medieval". Although the imperial state
incorporated many diverse peoples, cultures, and religions, such representations
typically refer to the northern highlands of Abyssinia populated predominantly by the
Amhara and the Tigray.

2.1 The View From Above

The political structure of imperial Ethiopia emanated downward from the Imperial
Throne. The Emperor was head of the two ruling hierarchies - secular and
ecclesiastical - that constituted the backbone of the imperial state. Anointed and

crowned by the archbishop of the Ethiopian Orthodox Church, the absolute monarchy
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of the Emperor was legitimised by belief in his descent from King Solomon, and his
right of divine rule as the elect of God (Hoben, 1970). In maintaining the legitimacy of
imperial rule, the Ethiopic Church played a key role. As Tareke (1991: 67) notes:

The church sanctioned the hierarchical order of society which, it claimed,
consisted of the trinity, namely the negash (those who ruled: monarchy),
kedash (those who served the church/prayed: clergy), and arash (those who
tilled the land: peasantry). Not only were social distinctions affirmed, but those
who ruled were invested with special qualities: not only were they descendants
of the kings of Israel, but they were also divinely chosen. As the chosen of
God, they were entitled to total submission from their subjects, and in this way
power was invested with authority. '

Below the Imperial Throne was the nobility (mekwannet). With regard to Amhara
society, Hoben (1970: 205) notes that in the most general sense the nobility
constituted all those men who held office in the secular or ecclesiastical hierarchies.
Before the 20th century, individual powerful noblemen led personal armies and were
the basis for a diffuse and personalised imperial military structure. The personalised
nature of a nobleman's authority over others is described by Hoben (1970: 208):

The high status of an Amhara lord was made tangible in all social settings
through numerous forms of deferential etiquette. The dominant themes
expressed overtly and symbolically in all these forms of deferential behavior
was one of unlimited and personal dependence on the lord.

The most powerful nobleman in the empire ruled entire provinces or regions through
governorships granted by the Emperor. Provincial governors typically held the
highest-ranking among the quasi-military titles of the nobility, including Ras
("commander of an army") and Dejazmach ("commander of the centre") (Bauer,
1973: 20). Such titles were conferred by the Emperor. The conferring and retracting of
governorships amongst rival lords was one way successive Emperors controlled the

provincial nobility, and ensured allegiance to the Imperial Throne.

Although governorships were not usually inheritable, in some provinces they
remained concentrated in the hands of a small number of hereditary ruling families. In
- Tigray, whose ruling nobility had historical claims to the Emperorship itself, rival
families fought for control of the province during the late 19th and early 20th

centuries. By 1920, two families had emerged as most powerful, each headed by a
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Ras who was a grandson of Emperor Yohanis IV, and each appointed as governor to
half the province. In the aftermath of Italian occupation, Empe}or Haile Selassie re-
appointed one of them - Ras Seyoum Mengesha - as Governor General of Tigray
(Tareke, 1991).

Below provincial governorships were a variety of other offices. Prior to the
administrative reforms of the early 20th century, these were extremely variable,
largely because the territories they administered - and indeed the boundaries of the
provinces themselves - were divided and re-divided in various ways according to the
ups and downs of provincial politics and imperial power (Hoben, 1970: 205). After the
mid-20th century, when Emperor Haile Selassie returned to power after the Italian
occupation, political offices were standardised throughout the country. Below
provincial governorships were governorships of counties (awraja in Tigrinya) and
districts (wereda in Tigrinya). In Tigray, the lowest level of administration with formal
responsibility to the state was the parish (Bauer, 1973).

Prior to the 20th century, the power and privileges of the nobility were based on rights
of taxation and tribute over estates of land, known as gwilti in Tigrinya. These rights
were granted by the Imperial Throne to members of the nobility as rewards for loyal
service, or to ecclesiastical institutions as endowments. Individual gwilti grants were
normatively not inheritable, but reverted to the Throne upon the death of the
individual; ecclesiastical gwilti tended to accumulate over many centuries, as each
Emperor in turn conferred it upon churches and monasteries (see Bruce, 1976).
According to Bruce, most of the gwilti in Tigray was held by churches and
monasteries, and only a relatively small amount was held by individuals. Bruce (1976)
attributes this to the desire of Amhara rulers in the 19th century to weaken the Tigray

nobility.

According to Tareke, gwilti provided the administrative framework within which the
imperial domain was organized for surplus extraction (Tareke, 1991: 65). A gwilti
grant bestowed proprietary rights over the estates of land included in the grant,
including the right to tax those who farmed it and the right to administrative and
judicial authority over those who lived on it (Hoben, 1975: 161). Hence, gwilti did not

confer rights to the land itself but to the wealth the land produced. Nevertheless, gwilti
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is sometimes treated in the literature as a form of land tenure in its own right.
However, the predominant form of land tenure in northern Ethiopia was called risti
(see below). Gwilti grants typically did not confer control over land, but rather rights of
benefice over the produce of land held by peasants under risti tenure (see Bruce,
1976).

Secular and ecclesiastical elites thus relied on tribute and tax collection, rather than
on rents (McCann, 1995). As long as rural producers met their taxation and tribute
requirements, elites had little interest in interfering with the process of production
itself. As McCann (1995: 240) notes:

If the imperial court and rural elite fed themselves and their functionaries on
products of the agrarian economy, they exercised little if any direct influence
on agriculture...(they) intensified and focused demand but did not
fundamentally alter the technology or cropping patterns of smali farmers.

Although gwilti was the common source of their economic and political power, the
secular nobility of northern Ethiopia could not be said to have constituted a distinct
corporate stratum. For one thing, the formal titles, gwilti rights, and political offices
that marked their status were normatively not inheritable. Although a man might be
acknowledged as having had a nobleman for a father, he could not expect to inherit
any of the political influence or economic privilege that his father enjoyed. Further,
despite differences in status, quality of lifestyle, and forms of etiquette, the social
world of the Abyssinian nobleman was not fundamentally distinct from that of the
peasant. As Hoben (1970: 193) observes:

The Amhara farmer and his lord did not consider themselves to be of different
breed or blood. Often they claimed descent from a common ancestor and
acknowledged bilaterally traced ties of kinship. Nor were their aspirations so
very different, for the Amhara military ethos, with its promise of rewards of
land and title for daring conduct in battle, was shared by all.

Hoben (1970: 205) suggests that the failure of the northern nobility to articulate a set
of common interests was primarily a function of the way power was located in
individuals, rather than in stations or offices. Loyaity and deference were accorded to
the lord himself, rather than to an impersonal principle of administration, or an
abstract notion of social station (see Hoben, 1970: 209). The hierarchical order of

imperial society was thus not so much a function of the existence of distinct strata, as
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of individual ties of patronage and clientship, "between persons who have access to
political office and land, and those who depend upon them" (Hoben, 1970: 194).

2.2 The View From Below

Below the nobility was the great mass of the farming peasantry, who encompassed a
range of different situations and wealth, from the "big men" of the rural gentry down to
the poorest peasant household. Aside from artisans and Muslim traders, the northem
highland peasantry were smallholder cultivators.

The highland agricultural system is based on household cultivation of small plots
using a wooden plough drawn by a team of oxen. McCann (1995) calls this system
the ox-plough farming complex. Tigray is one of the oldest parts of the complex.
Although it originated in the northern highlands, the ox-plough farming system spread
southward, and eventually transformed virtually all smallholder agriculture in Ethiopia
(McCann, 1995). The particular features of this system as it operates in present-day
Enda Mariyam are described in the next chapter. Here, it is important to note that the
ox-plough farming system supported a high population density and provided the
economic foundation that, in McCann's (1995: 4) words, "put food on the tables of

large, complex states... for at least two millennia".

The most prevalent form of land tenure in the north was known as rist in Amharic and
risti in Tigrinya. Bruce (1976 37) notes that risti tenure was found "mainly in the
provinces of Tigray, Begemdir and Simien, and Gojjam, and in parts of Wello and
Shewa". In addition to risti, a second but less extensive tenure system existed in
Tigray known as chiguraf gwoses, wherein land rights were based on residence
rather than on descent. Bruce (1976) argues that when village communities faced a
serious drop in population, they could attract new settlers by switching to chiguraf
gwoses, since any resident of more than six months was entitled to a share of village
land under this system. When a village reached an ideal population, it could

discourage new in-migrants by reverting back to risti.

Under risti, an individual held rights to land by virtue of their descent through either

male or female lines from a founding ancestor who originally settled the land. In some
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cases, a single risti estate was coterminous with the boundaries of a single village. In

other cases, a village might comprise several risti estates.

Risti land was not privately held; it could not, for example, be sold or mortgaged
(although it could be rented), and a peasant holding risti had usufruct rights only.
Nevertheless, an individual's right to cultivate portions of the estates of their ancestors
was fundamental and could not be abrogated. In this regard, risti provided a
theoretical right of access to land, regardless of whether or not an individual had the
wherewithal to act on that right. As Pausewang (1983: 21) notes:

The term rist also has the connotation of the social security rooted in the
inalienable right to membership in, and therefore to the resources of, one's
community of descent. This right cannot be terminated, irrespective of
whether or not an individual lives in, or has ever even visited, the community
or whether he or she may be cultivating in another community where he or
she also holds rist.

Because risti guaranteed access to the resources of one's community of descent, it
militated against landlessness. The only groups without rights in land were members
of endogamous artisan groups, such as blacksmiths and potters, and Muslims; both

of these groups tended to rely on tenancies for access to land (Tareke, 1991).

Risti did not confer on an individual the rights to a particular plot or plots of land but
rather to an unspecified share of the total estate of the founding ancestor. Thus,
although a peasant never lost his risti rights, he might actually hold a changing
configuration of plots as risti in the course of his lifetime. One reason for this was the
normative rule of equal partitioning. There were no "family estates” in the Tigray-
Ambhara social system that were passed intact to succeeding generations. Rather,
parental holdings were broken up in order to provide, at least in theory, each child
(male and female) with a basic landholding.

Local level politics in imperial Ethiopia mirrored that of higher levels. Local political
power was largely encompassed within personal ties of dependence between patrons
and clients, or between "big men" (ab/ seb) and their followers. Big men typically
controlled large amounts of arable land and held one of a number of local offices.

Often, but not necessarily, they possessed noble titles. It is at this level that the lower
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ranks of the nobility merged with the upper realms of the peasantry. For example,
several noblemen of relatively low-ranking title lived in villages neighbouring Enda
Mariyam prior to the revolution. Although they held no gwilti grants, informants refer to
them as mesfints, or "lords".?* Aside from their titles, however, there was little to
distinguish such men from the local gentry of rich peasants. Both typically held large

amounts of risti land, and both often held local offices.

Big men wielded significant local power. Whereas at provincial level, political power
was mainly a function of the ability to bestow rewards in the form of office, title, and
rights of benefice (gwilt), at local level it was a function of the ability to bestow access
to the resources necessary for agricultural production. A minority of big men typically
controlled the majority of these resources, including. land. They provided their
supporters with loans of grain and oxen, and with food - including meat - in the
context of feasts. In exchange, the dependants of a big man provided him with labour,
political support, displays of deference, and in many cases access to additional land
through rental agreements. '

After big men, the vast majority of peasants were smallholding farmers, many of
whom owned no oxen and held unviably small plots. Few of these farming
households could meet subsistence requirements without dependence on richer
patrons. Especially from the early 20th century forward, the northern peasantry
became progressively impoverished as a consequence of a long-term process of land
degradation and shorter-term processes of political change and upheaval. The severe
poverty of the northern peasantry, culminating in the famine of 1972-74, was to be
one of the factors triggering the downfall of Emperor Haile Selassie, and the end of
imperial Ethiopia.

22 The word mesfint was also applied to the sons of titled nobles who, although they possessed
no title themselves, retained some of the honour of their fathers. More recently, the word has
come to mean any member of the rural gentry who held large amounts of land and/or office.
The word has also become politicised since the revolution. Younger informants in Enda
Mariyam use mesfint to mean those who were rich prior to the arrival of the TPLF, and who
resisted the TPLF's reform agenda.
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3. Overview of Historical Events

3.1 The Imperial State in Crisis

When Emperor Haile Selassie returned to power in 1941 after the defeat of the
Italians, he set in motion a series of reform efforts aimed at modernising the agrarian
economy of Ethiopia, while at the same time strengthening his own authority. As
Tareke (1991) notes, these efforts were met with resistance in Tigray from both
peasants and provincial nobility. For peasants, Haile Selassie's fiscal reforms involved
a significant shift from prior arrangements. Whereas previously, collection and
payment of taxes had been organised by the village community and paid largely in
kind, fiscal reforms effectively shifted the basis of taxation to individual, monetary
payments. Having experienced a relatively benign tax regime under ltalian rule,
peasants were resistant to return to the burden of excessive taxation they had known
under the Emperor. Moreover, as Young (1997) notes, taxes were frequently
collected by corrupt assessors. Tareke (1996) suggests the veniality of tax assessors,
and the abuse of political office by corrupt administrators, were key factors disposing
the Tigray peasantry toward rebellion.

For the nobility, the Emperor's reforms were hardly less welcome. Decrees enacted
shortly after the return of the Emperor prevented nobles from appointing their own
administrative officials, and from raising their own armies (Tareke, 1991). More
significantly, a 1967 tax proclamation abolished the right of all gwilti-holders, with the
exception of ecclesiastical institutions, to collect taxes from their estates (Tareke,
1991). This measure cut directly into the basis of the northern nobility's power and

privilege, and was bitterly resented.

In reaction, Tigray nobles encouraged peasant resistance (Young, 1997). In 1943,
resistance erupted into revolt when a temporary alliance of some sectors of the
nobility and peasantry revolted against the Emperor. This revolt, known as the
Woyane, was harshly defeated with British assistance. In punishment, Haile Selassie
ordered the boundaries of Tigray redrawn to exclude Raya and Azebo from the

province. Although it was mainly an action to preserve provincial and local autonomy
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(see Tareke, 1991), the Woyane would be used by the TPLF as a potent symbol of

Tigray national resistance.”

Meanwhile, rural poverty was deepening. In Tigray, it was exacerbated by violent rule
in the aftermath of revolt. However, rural impoverishment was not only the result of
political events. It was also the result of a much longer-term process of degradation of
the natural resource base after centuries of agriculture. As Campbell (1991: 6)
observes, central to this process, particularly in the 20th century, was sedentarization

based around ox-plough cereal cropping, and continuous population growth.

Tareke (1991) suggests that the imperial state finally collapsed under the weight of
the agrarian crisis. Attempts_ by the state to disassemble the traditional system met
with strong resistance from elites whose position depended on the preservation of
traditional rights. The state was thus largely unable to abolish the intermediate
stratum of nobility in order to directly re-organise rural production, without threatening
its own base of power. As Tareke (1991) observes, the state largely compromised
with traditional elites in order to ensure its own survival, while at the same time
increasing the pressure of surplus extraction on an impoverished peasantry. In so

doing, however:

...it only succeeded in fueling class and national tensions that led to an
uprising on its eastern periphery...The rebellion in Bale...was the prelude to
the social upheaval that eventually swept both monarchical absolutism and
feudalism into the dustbin of history (Tareke, 1991: 85).

3.2  The Advent of the Derg; the Formation of the TPLF

Haile Selassie's modernising reforms, and especially moves to rationalise the state
bureaucracy, helped facilitate the growth of a relatively new class of urban
professionals and petite bourgeoisie (Young, 1997), including members of the armed
forces. In addition, increasing numbers of students at Haile Selassie (later Addis
Ababa) University were becoming radicalised as the literature of Marx and Lenin
became increasingly available. These various groups constituted the backbone of

urban discontent with, and protest against, imperial rule from the 1960s forward.

2 In fact, most informants in Enda Mariyam refer to the TPLF as the Woyane.
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However, it was a small group of military officers known as the Derg who, after
months of serious unrest in the national capital, imprisoned the Emperor on
September 12, 1974, and assumed state power.”

Shortly after seizing power, the Derg declared its aim of establishing a socialist
Ethiopia. After an initial period of optimism, civilian groups led mainly by university
students began calling on the Derg to form a "people's government" (see Ofcansky
and Berry, 1993). After an internal power struggle between different officers, some of
whom were sympathetic to civilian demands, Menghistu Haile Mariyam emerged in
1977 as the undisputed strongman of the Derg. Menghistu declared his aim to
continue the fight against "secessionist” rebels in the territory of Eritrea. In a famous
speech of April 17, 1977, Menghistu formally announced a campaign of violence
against "the enemies of the revolution" (Africa Watch, 1991). This campaign, known
as the Red Terror, was waged in major towns and cities throughout Ethiopia and
resulted in the death of upwards of 10,000 people (Africa Watch, 1991).

In Tigray, the main targets of the Red Terror campaign were students and teachers.
These groups had been at the forefront of urban opposition to the imperial regime in
the 1960s and early 1970s. In addition to protest against the lack of education and
employment opportunities (see Young, 1997), urban discontent in Tigray also had a
nationalist flavour. From the period after the Emperor's return to power in 1941
forward, there had been a marked lack of state investment in economic development
for the region. Moreover, many employment opportunities required fluency in the
national language, Amharic. This, combined with specific instances of discrimination,
meant that the northern political opposition could call upon Tigray nationalism as an
organising force. Tigray nationalism encompassed a deep-seated sense of grievance
over the marginalisation of the nobility from access to the Emperorship after the rise
of Menelik Il, as well as grievances over economic neglect and underdevelopment of

the province (see Firebrace and Smith, 1982).

“ "Derg" is an Amharic word meaning "committee” or "council" (see Ofcansky and Berry,
1993). The Derg originally comprised some 120 officers, none above the rank of major, and
was led by Major Menghistu Haile Mariyam.
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Nationalism was a key component of political opposition among Tigray students at
Addis Ababa University. In the early 1970s, a group of Tigray student leaders at Addis
Ababa University had formed the Tigray National Union. This group was reformed into
the Tigray People's Liberation Front (TPLF), which launched its armed struggle for
national liberation on February 18, 1975. The leadership of the TPLF were mainly
student activists, but also included teachers from towns in Tigray. The links betWeen
activists at Addis Ababa University and secondary school teachers and students in
Tigray had already been established in the period from approximately 1971 forward.
As Young (1997) notes, after 1975 the decision of these groups to join the TPLF was
little different from the decision of many other educated Ethiopians to oppose the
Derg, especially when it became clear that the Derg had no intention of relinquishing
power to a "people's government".

Although the earliest members of the TPLF were mainly students and teachers, the
Derg's violent tactics for countering political opposition drove increasing numbers of
urban Tigray into its ranks. In this regard, the Red Terror campaign proved decisive.
In rural areas, peasants were seriously alarmed at aspects of the Derg's 1975 Land
Reform Proclamation, which outlawed wage-labour, and by the nationalisation of
commercial farms in the west of the province. Both these measures served to curtail a

critical source of income, especially for poorer peasants.

As Derg policies in Tigray became harsher, disaffection with its administration grew,
leading in turn to growing support for armed insurgency. The TPLF was not the only
organisation to offer such a programme, however. Before it emerged as the strongest
and most coherent rebel force in the province, the TPLF fought for supremacy with
two other groups: the leftist EPRP, which had been a target of the Derg's Red Terror
campaign in Addis Ababa and whose survivors had regrouped to launch guerrilla
warfare in the north, and the rightist EDU, which represented the interests of the
deposed provincial nobility. By 1978, these forces were effectively defeated in Tigray
(Firebrace and Smith, 1982), and the TPLF concentrated its military efforts on the war
against the Derg.
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3.3 Warfare and Famine

The TPLF began its war in the west of Tigray but expanded relatively quickly toward
the northeast in order to introduce its land reform programme to an area known for
land shortages (Young, 1997). By the early 1980s, the TPLF had established
relatively secure areas of control in the west, central and parts of the east of the

province.

In areas under its control, the TPLF made a concerted drive to mobilise rural
communities to support the armed struggle. In the period from approximately 1980 to
1984, peasant recruits to the Front grew rapidly, and the foundations of the TPLF's
rural administration were established. As a result, the military initiative lay primarily
with the TPLF at this time. The Derg's strategy comprised aerial bombardments of
"liberated" areas and ground offensives launched into the countryside from garrison
towns along the main road system. The size of these offensives grew steadily from
1980, when an estimated 40,000 government troops were stationed in the province,
to 70,000 troops in 1983 (Wright, 1983).

The advent of drought-associated famine conditions in the mid-1980s temporarily
turned the tide of the war in the Derg's favour, by providing it with an additional
weapon. One component of the Derg's strategic use of famine was the targeting of
ground offensives against those parts of western Tigray that were still producing a
relative grain surplus (see Hendrie, 1989), and the use of both ground and air forces
to attack rebel supply lines and interdict the transport of relief goods from eastern
Sudan (see Africa Watch, 1991).%

These measures did not lead to the defeat of the TPLF, however, or the destruction of
its base of peasant support. In late 1984, the TPLF organised an evacuation of
famine-affected peoples from "liberated" areas to eastern Sudanese refugee camps;
in 1986 and 1987, these populations returned to villages in Tigray (Africa Watch,
1991). In addition, the establishment of feeding centres in western Tigray provided
assistance for up to 500,000 displaced people, under TPLF auspices (Peberdy,

% Relief aid was discreetly channelled to "liberated" areas by a small number of international
non-governmental organisations since the early 1980s (see Duffield and Prendergast, 1994).
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1985). As a result, the TPLF was able to maintain relatively intact the rural
administration it had established in the early 1980s, and to provide material support to
those peasants caught up in the famine. These efforts further solidified peasant
support for the Front.

Militarily, however, the TPLF did not regain the initiative until 1987, when new territory,
including major towns, were brought under its control. The TPLF's efforts to mobilise
populations in the far south and east of the province had gained momentum by this
time (see Young, 1997). After a series of major battles, the Derg retreated from the
provincial capital of Makele on February 25, 1989.

After the defeat of the Derg's army in Tigray, and commensurate sized defeats of the
Derg by the Eritrean People's Liberation Front (EPLF) in Eritrea, events cascaded
rapidly. In May 1989, generals in the Ethiopian army mutinied. In March 1990,
Menghistu announced a series of economic and political reforms intended to stave off
the collapse of his government. These measures came too late, however, to do more
than disrupt local-level state administration, as peasants began demolishing
producers co-operatives and other institutions of agrarian socialism (Young, 1997).

In February 1991, the Ethiopian People's Revolutionary Democratic Front (EPRDF), a
coalition of anti-government forces led by the TPLF, announced the start of a major
push southward from Tigray. By April, EPRDF forces had captured the provinces of
Gojjam and Gondar. On May 21, 1991, Menghistu fled the country, and on May 28,
the EPRDF entered Addis Ababa and two months later established the Transitional
Government of Ethiopia.

34  Gaining Peasant Support

One of the distinguishing features of the TPLF as a political movement was its
recognition of the importance of establishing and n'1aintaining a widespread peasant
constituency. Without peasant support, the TPLF could not prosecute the war on a
long-term basis, nor achieve any of its transformative goals. As Young (1997: 172)

notes:
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In an environment where the Derg and most revolutionary movements treated
peasants with contempt, the TPLF leadership understood that success
depended on its ability to maintain the unwavering commitment of the
peasantry.

There are various factors that help explain why the peasantry supported the TPLF.
One of these is the way the TPLF appealed to a sense of Tigray national identity, and
nationally based grievances. The use of Tigrinya as the language of local government

in "liberated areas" was a significant element of this.

Further, TPLF cadres were well-disciplined and respectful of local practices. Young
(1995: 74) suggests that peasant support for the Front only really began to develop
when cadres demonstrated their commitment to peasant welfare by living with them

and sharing their deprivations.

Another important factor was the TPLF's capacity to establish law and order in its
areas of control. Especiélly following the chaotic period after the downfall of the
imperial regime, when shifta (bandit) raids on rural villages were rife, many peasants
were grateful for the military sécurity that TPLF provided (Young, 1995). Indeed, by
the early 1980s, the situation in TPLF-controlled areas had become relatively stable.
Although aerial bombardments caused significant loss of life and the destruction of
property, they did not disaggregate rural communities; famine-associated distress
migrations were far more disruptive in this regard. As one set of visitors observed:

...unlike many other conflict situations, visitors to rebel areas of Eritrea and
Northern Ethiopia found a civil society that was essentially intact, having
adapted to war conditions, and a regional administration that was both
coherent and co-operative (Silkin and Hendrie, 1997. 168).

It is doubtful, however, whether these factors alone would have been sufficient to ally
the peasantry behind the TPLF if they had not been accompanied by a policy of
support for peasant livelihoods that represented a reversal of historic trends. Unlike
the period of imperial rule, and the brief interlude of Derg administration, the TPLF did
not extract any resources from rural producers in the form of taxes, nor did it require
rural communities to feed, house, and generally support its combatants. Instead, it

aimed to be self-supporting in food production, in order to relieve the burden on local
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economies. Moreover, from at least the early 1980s forward, the TPLF engaged in a
programme of active assistance to these economies, through the distribution of relief
commodities and the provision of agricultural rehabilitation inputs (Duffield and
Prendergast, 1994; Hendrie, 1989). The establishment of primary health care and
education in areas where such services were virtually unknown was also important as

a practical demonstration of the TPLF's intent to improve rural standards of living.

Whatever the decisive balance betwegen these factors may have been, the TPLF was
successful in obtaining the commitment of the vast majority of the peasantry to armed
revolution under its auspices. This included participation in local-level activities, as
well as a willingness of households to send their sons - and, increasingly, their
daughters - to the TPLF to be trained as fighters (see Hammond, 1989). By the early
1980s, a majority of rank-and-file TPLF combatants were from peasant backgrounds
(see Firebrace and Smith, 1982).

It was within this context that specific reform measures were carried out. There is little
doubt that the TPLF was also successful in the implementation of these measures.
With few exceptions, visitors to liberated Tigray during the war describe a civil society
organised according to the same principles of governance and administration and,
with minor local variation, participating in the same revolutionary reform agenda (see
Wright, 1983; Firebrace and Smith, 1982).

4, Revolutionary Reform
4.1 Aims of a Transformative Project

The TPLF (1981: 2) described itself as:

... a people's democratic front fighting for the national self-determination of the
Tigrean people and waging a people's democratic revolution.

The two objectives of the TPLF - to prosecute the war against the Derg, and to
transform Tigray through a "people's democratic revolution" - were pursued side by
side. As Young (1997) observes, this meant that the TPLF had to balance its goal of
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social transformation of a predominantly peasant society against the requirements of

an armed insurgency which depended on the support of that peasantry to succeed.

The transformative project of the TPLF was aimed not so much at the administrative
systems created by the Derg, which were in any case only weakly established in the
province, as at what the Front perceived to be the fundamental causes of

underdevelopment in the province:

The Tigrean people had lived a degrading economic and social life. Besides
the exploitative and archaic feudal relations of production, the Amhara ruling
classes executed policies that undermined the economic and social bases of
the Tigreans (TPLF, 1985: 8).

These causes were tackled through various means, including, most importantly, land
reform (see below). In addition, basic social services such as primary health care and
education were introduced, as well as adult literacy campaigns aimed at both men
and women. Agricultural and veterinary programmes aimed at improving crop and
livestock production practices were provided, together with extension training for soil
and water conservation and other measures designed to help peasants combat land

degradation.

The oppression of women in traditional society was seen by the TPLF as a significant
obstacle to socio-economic development and was addressed, amongst other ways,
by means of granting women land and establishing their property rights in marriage
and divorce. Women were also actively encouraged to participate in a new system of
local self-government. Similarly, the rights of minority nationalities, religions, and
artisan groups such as blacksmiths to hold land, and to equality under the law, were
also established.

Aspects of "traditional culture" were also identified by the TPLF as contributing to
underdevelopment. These included attitudes of deference and servitude that
characterised patron-client relationships. Such attitudes were combated through

public campaigns emphasing the importance of self-reliance:

One of the most striking transformations in the liberated areas of Tigray is the
change of attitude towards traditional culture. It is being replaced by a
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revolutionary culture. In the past physical work and those who were engaged
in it were despised and looked down on. Stories, proverbs and songs which
glorify the feudal lords and downgrade the peasants, artisans, etc. were
widespread. Now the situation has changed. Hard work is respected and
those who are engaged in work which demands physical labour are
encouraged (TPLF, 1985: 11).

Finally, the administration of political power in traditional society was identified by the
TPLF (1985: 4) as a key area for reform:

A profound political change has been effected throughout the liberated areas
-of Tigray. In the past, political power was vested in the hands of the feudalists,
bureaucrats and rich peasants. The poor and middle peasants and the
workers who constituted the largest segment of the population were excluded
from the political life of the society. They had no right to express their opinions
freely and elect their leaders democratically.

it is beyond the scope of this chapter to consider how each of the components of the
TPLF's "people's democratic revolution" was implemented. The remainder of the
chapter rather concentrates on two aspects in particular: land reform, and a new
administrative, legislative, and judicial system centred around the formation of local
people's councils, known initially as baytos.26 Arguably, these two measures
represented the most significant breaks with past institutional arrangements.

42 Land Reform”

The TPLF considered land reform to be a crucial step in shattering the basis of
traditional power in Ethiopia and freeing the productive resources of the province for
economic growth (see TPLF, 1985). It was also seen as a key component in broader
efforts to mobilise the peasantry for armed struggle. The formation of local land
reform committees, comprised mainly of poor peasants, was the first step in the

establishment of a more permanent structure of revolutionary governance.

%% L ocal councils were called baytos during the war. At present, they are referred to as mikre
bet.

%" This section considers land reform with specific regard to peasant households and does not
consider aspects of reform affecting commercial or state-sponsored agriculture or urban areas.
For a discussion of these topics, see Bruce, Hoben and Rahmato (1993).
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In the only existing account written by a TPLF cadre (in English), the rationale for land

reform is spelled out in more detail:

Over the centuries a great deal of imbalance has developed in the size of
holdings... By the time the revolution came 25% of the peasants had little or
no land. Those who owned land had very small holdings: 45% had less than a
hectare, 23% between half and one hectare and 21% between one and two
hectares. A very small group of people, usually those in positions of power,
and the church, owned a great deal of land. In addition... sections of the
Tigrean people had no land rights. These included Moslems in certain
awrajas, some women and immigrants... Land reform is necessary to redress
this... and give land rights to those without them (Tekeste Agazi, 1983: 3-7).

In many respects, the TPLF had an advantage in introducing its own land reform after
that of the Derg. Although the Derg's land reform was patchily implemented in Tigray,
where it had taken place it was widely criticised. The 1975 proclamation establishing
the reform did not provide detailed guidelines for how it was to be carried out.?® As
Halliday and Molyneux (1981: 107) note:

Beyond establishing an upper limit on tenancies, the decree had not specified
in what form the new land would be distributed. The central government was
unable to supervise the local distribution policies and it was those peasants
who had been in a somewhat more privileged position prior to the reform who
received the most land.

That the Derg's land reform did not prevent local notables from inﬂuéncing
redistribution is often cited by people in Enda Mariyam as a key reason why they did
not support the programme. Significantly, it is the mode of implementation of the
Derg's land reform, and especially the lack of coherent and enforceable guidelines,
that attracted the most criticism, rather than the principles upon which the reform was

based:

% The proclamation, Number 31, issued in March 1975, contained all of the main provisions for
land reform, based on the notion of "land to the tiller". In a key study, Rahmato (1984: 37-38)
outlines its main points: all land in Ethiopia would become 'the collective property of the
Ethiopian people', private property, tenancy, wage-labour, transfer of land by sale, lease or
mortgage would be prohibited, and the maximum area of land for each self-labouring rural
household should not exceed 10 hectares. In risti areas, the proclamation stated that no non-
residents would be entitied to make claims on land, a provision that effectively abolished risti.
As Rahmato notes, subsequent proclamations after March 1975 contained additional legislation
but did not effect any major alterations in the first proclamation.
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if someone had good land, he might be able to keep it. The Derg cadre
decided. It was not a correct distribution. Those who had friends or relatives
that were cadre or party members, or who paid bribes, could get good land
(Yohanis Elifeh, farmer, Enda Mariyam).

Given the problems inherent in the Derg's programme, the TPLF was able to
distinguish itself as a movement highly responsive to local concerns by addressing
those aspects of the Derg's land reform that attracted most criticism, and in particular

the lack of local participation in decision-making.

4.21 Implementing the Reform

The first TPLF land reform was conducted in 1976 in Sobia wereda in Agame awraja,
eastern Tigray (Chiari, 1996). From that time forward, the TPLF gradually expanded
its land reform programme to other weredas throughout the province. Implementation
within a single wereda was subject to revision and adjustment, so that some areas

also had several rounds of redistribution (Young, 1995).

Despite local variations, the way reform proceeded in the initial stages can be
summarised as follows (see Firebrace and Smith, 1982; Tekeste Agazi, 1983; Chiari,
1996). TPLF cadres would visit each tabiya in a wereda and conduct meetings to
explain the goals of the reform programme. During these, peasants who indicated
their support were identified and trained to act as local implementers. Under TPLF
supervision, these peasants conducted a survey of landholdings in the tfabiya,
including a reckoning of the total amount and quality of arable land, and what
percentages were held by the church, by the local nobility, and by "rich", "middle", and

"poor" peasants.

After the study was complete, meetings were held in which delegates from each
tabiya were elected to a drafting committee. This committee was responsible for
producing guidelines for land redistribution, and for redrawing the boundaries of each
tabiya. Delegates then presented these guidelines to their respective tabiyas for
discussion and adoption. Once guidelines were adopted by tabiya residents, they
served as the established land law. Land reform committees were then elected in

each kushet within a tabiya, and the process of redistribution was begun.
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As Teskete Agazi (1983) indicates, the early stages of the TPLF's land reform met
with resistance from secular and ecclesiastical elites who stood to lose the most from
a redistribution of holdings. The TPLF referred to these elites variously as "feudals",
“the nobility", "traditional elites”, "rich peasants”, or even "anti-reform forces" (see
Tekeste Agazi, 1983; TPLF, 1985).

With regard to secular elites, these terms probably refer to "big men" who may or may
not have possessed titles, but who held significant amounts of risti land and received
deferential behaviour from poor clients. With regard to ecclesiastical elites, the terms
refer mainly to clergy members who enjoyed economic and social privileges by virtue
of their control over land, including officials of gwilti-holding church and monasteries.
However, as Young (1997: 185) observes, the land reform divided the clergy along
economic lines: poor parish priests who were themselvés peasant farmers tended to

support redistribution.

Given that redistributions were carried out in areas under TPLF military control,
resistance was indirect and took the form of "intrigue and sabotage" (Tekeste Agazi,
1983: 19). Big men attempted to bribe members of land reform committees, and
threatened to stop providing grain loans to poorer followers if they supported land
reform measures. According to Tekeste Agazi (1983: 23), senior clerics argued
against the reform in theological terms:

They would say that since the land reform was going against the wishes of
God and the church, there would be no rain in the growing season and
everyone would starve. They would even point to their hands and say, "The
fingers on our hands are not all of equal size because God wanted them to be
unequal. Likewise, the inequality of man is God-ordained. It is evil to try to
change the will of God and forcibly impose equality. Lo and behold, those of
you who are actively participating in this evil reform".

Significantly, the TPLF's skill in isolating individuals who sought to derail land reform,
and its insistence on strict adherence to the newly-established land law, went far
toward convincing peasants that the TPLF was a strong and competent administrator.
As one informant noted:
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Under the Derg, there were some people who didn't agree with the
distribution. They ploughed the land they had before by force. But it was
strong under TPLF, and no one could do this (Mebratu Kidan, farmer, Enda
Mariyam).

In terms of the actual content of the reform,” all land was declared national property,
and its sale or mortgage was prohibited. Those formerly excluded from holding land
became eligible to receive land in their area of residence. Land formerly held by
churches and monasteries was broken up and added to the total amount of land in
each kushet for redistribution. Individual clergy members then received shares of land
in the same manner as lay peasants. In addition, all taxes on land were abolished for

the duration of the war.*

In each kushet, arable land was divided in two ways. First, land was divided into plots
close to homesteads, and those farther away, the aim being to ensure that farmers
received some portion of their total holding in close proximity to their homesteads,
with outlying plots to be distributed by lottery. Second, all arable land was divided
according to quality, comprising "rich", "middle", and "poor". The aim of this was to
ensure all farmers received a mixture of each type of land or, failing that, a
commensurate increase in size of plots of lesser quality. According to informants in
Enda Mariyam, the categorisation of land in this way was an important distinction
between the TPLF and the Derg. As a member of the first land reform committee
explained:

Under the TPLF, the land was divided into rich and poor, and they arranged it
so that these would be mixed. After that, they counted all the people who had
to get land, and it was distributed in this way. We also had reserve land, and
during June we gave it to the people who didn't get good land. We gave the
people land near to their house, but if the land near their house is poor, we
gave additional land. But under the Derg, there was no measurement like this.
It was not a correct distribution (Haleka Michael Itai, farmer and deacon, Enda
Mariyam).

® This description is derived from Firebrace and Smith (1982), Tekeste Agazi (1983), and
interviews with village informants in Enda Mariyam and political cadres in Hagre Selam.

% |n 1993, a land tax was re-introduced for the first time since the end of the war.



79

The redistribution of plots was based on a "gibr", meaning "a share". Each adult
received a half gibri of land; married couples received a full gibri. Additional quarter
gibri shares were provided for every two additional children in a household. This basic

plan of land distribution remains in force today.

In terms of area of landholding, there is no precise measure for a gibri, since the
exact size of an individual share depends on various factors. The unit of land
measurement most common in Dega Tembien is a tsimdi, defined as the area of land
that can be ploughed by a team of oxen in a single day.*' In Enda Mariyam, a tsimdi
is approximately 1,700 square meters; according to a village-based survey, the

average household of 4.3 persons holds around 0.8 hectares of land.*

Under TPLF auspices, local land reform committees were responsible for minor
adjustments in landholdings. For example, in cases where someone died without
children, or where an individual left a kushet to reside elsewhere, their landholding
could be redistributed to someone else waiting for land on a first-come, first-served
basis. Major redistributions, however, had to await a formal announcement from the
TPLF. Since little land became available to local committees for individual
redistributions, many children who reached adulthood after the initial round of land
reform in the late 1970s and early 1980s had to wait some years before obtaining an
adult share of land.

4.2.2 The Derg and the TPLF Land Reforms Compared

Although broadly similar in their political objectives, the content of the TPLF and Derg
land reforms differed in important ways. One of the chief differences was who,
exactly, received land. Under the Derg, land was distributed to heads of households
resident within the jurisdictional area of a Peasant Association, according to the
number of mouths that needed to be fed; in practice, this meant that rights in land
were held by households rather than by individuals (Rahmato, 1984: 49).

% The word tsimdi is also used to refer to the team of oxen itself.

% See Appendix 4 for calculation of local land measures, and Appendix 8 for survey findings.
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In contrast, under the TPLF rights in Iahd were held by individuals. Every person,
either male or female, was eligible to receive land upon reaching adulthood, with
minimum ages stipulated by law. As will be seen in Chapter 5, this aspect of the TPLF
land reform was to have profound implications for the status of women within
marriage, for marriage and divorce practices, and for the process by which young
persons separate from their parental households. Here, it is important to note that
under the TPLF, women were eligible to receive land regardless of their marital
status.

Another key difference between the TPLF and the Derg land reforms concerns the
issue of tenancy. While the Derg explicitly outlawed tenancy, the TPLF did not (Chiari,
1996). In the early literature on the TPLF reform, there are references to tenancy
being outlawed (see Firebrace and Smith, 1982; Tekeste Agazi 1983). It appears,
however, that this early position that was never actually implemented, or was
implemented in select areas but gradually phased out. Although the TPLF land reform
did not outlaw tenancy, tenancy contracts were nevertheless to be registered with
tabiya baytos (people's committees). However, informants in Enda Mariyam say this

was loosely enforced; most people continued to arrange rental contracts in private.

Tenancy is a central feature of the local agricultural economy in Tigray and will be
discussed in the next chapter. Here, it is important to note that, considering tenancy is
associated with wealth stratification, the TPLF showed pragmatism in allowing it to
continue under the new tenure system. However, even were the TPLF to have
outlawed tenancy, it is unlikely this would have succeeded in eradicating the practice
altogether. As Ege (1994) notes, tenancy did not completely disappear in areas

governed by the Derg but was rather driven underground and conducted in secret.

Similarly, whereas the Derg explicitly outlawed the hiring of labour, the TPLF did not.
According to Young (1995: 165-166), the outlawing of wage-labour under the Derg's

land reform had both economic and political implications:

A critical element of the Derg's land reform was the prohibition on hiring of
labour, a provision that made sense in southern Ethiopia, but which was
bitterly resented in Tigray. Meles Zenawi’’ said, "There was no part of Ethiopia

* Prime Minister of Ethiopia, and former chairperson of the TPLF.
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where money earned in this way was more important to the people. The Derg
was stupid to forbid this, for it forced our people into poverty and
hopelessness and it gave our movement important support”.

Finally, in terms of the process of distribution itself, under the Derg land redistributions
were carried out at the administrative level of the Peasant Association, comprising a
number of villages and commensurate with the tabiya. Under the TPLF,
redistributions were implemented at kushet level and overseen by a land reform
committee made up of kushet residents. Chiari (1996) suggests this allowed for more
effective public control.

4.2.3 Land Tenure in the Transitional Period

Broadly speaking, two rounds of land redistribution under the TPLF can be identified
in the period 1976 to 1992, when a modification in the tenure system was introduced.
The first covers the period 1976 to 1987. During this time, land in individual weredas
was redistributed for the first time under the TPLF. The second, from 1987 to 1992,
was aimed at accommodating new claimants who had reached adulthood after the
first redistribution was completed (Chiari, 1996). It was also intended to promote
environmental rehabilitation and the livestock sector, by setting aside some land in
each tabiya for afforestation and grazing (Hammond, 1989). Some minor provisions
were also added to the land law. These included the fact that a person must be
resident within a tabiya for six months before receiving land, and the right of disabled
persons, demobilized soldiers, and those who were in prison during previous

distributions to receive land.

Every village had, however, its own distinct time-frame for land reform, depending
largely on the ebb and flow of the military situation. In Enda Mariyam, after an initial
redistribution under the Derg in 1976, the first TPLF-sponsored distribution occurred
in 1979, followed a year later by a second distribution. According to one informant,
this was because "The first distribution was seen by TPLF, and they concluded that it
was not equal. It had some mistakes, so they did it again". The next round of

redistribution occurred after a ten-year interval, in 1990.
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In general, the land law established during the initial round of reform, with minor
modification during the second rodnd, remained intact until 1992. In that year, the
regional government of Tigray announced two important changes: first, that land
could now be passed from one generation to the next through inheritance, and
second, that there would be no further redistributions for at least a decade (Pitt,
1992). According to the regional Minister of Agriculture, these changes were deemed
necessary to increase tenure security and encourage peasants to make
improvements in their existing holdings (Berhane Hailu, 1992). In 1993, the
Transitional Government of Ethiopia announced a similar policy for the country as a
whole. Inheritance would be permitted, but major redistributions would be suspended

until the end of the transitional period (Bruce, Hoben and Rahmato, 1993).

4.3 Rural Administration

Land reform and the creation of a new system of rural administration were closely
related processes. As noted above, under the auspices of the TPLF, land reform
promoted a shift of local administrative authority onto committees comprised mainly of
peasants at the poorer end of the wealth spectrum, who expressed enthusiasm for
reform. At the same time, the political power of "big men" was undermined by land
redistributions that often greatly diminished their holdings. In Enda Mariyam, for
example, one of the most powerful men in the village - the chika shum, or headman -
held approximately 12 hectares just prior to 1974. After the second round of TPLF
land reform in 1980, his holding was reduced to 6 tsimdi, or 1.5 hectares.

In this regard, land reform was the first step in establishing a new system of rural
administration weighted toward the majority of poorer peasants. Young (1997: 195)
suggests that this administration may prove to be the most enduring accomplishment
of the TPLF. Its basis was a popularly elected "people's council", known as a bayto.
As Barnabas and Zwi (1997: 42) note, baytos were the key institutions of political
participation and accountability established by the TPLF; they were also key
implementing bodies for the programmes of the revolution.
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4.3.1 The Bayto System

The first bayto was established in the town of Sheraro in western Tigray in 1980
(Firebrace and Smith, 1982). By 1985, there were well-established bayfos in almost
all areas under TPLF control (Smith, 1983).

Firebrace and Smith (1982) provide a useful description of how bayfos were
organised. The first step in the process was led by TPLF cadres, who organised
peasants at tabiya level into mass associations representing the interests of distinct
groups, including women, farmers, and youth. From each of these mass associations,
individuals were then elected to serve as representatives on baytos at wereda level.
For every wereda, approximately 100 people would be elected to a bayto
representing a constituency of between 30,000 and 40,000 people (Barnabas and
- Zwi, 1997). Elections to the bayto were held yearly, although an individual member
could be removed by a majority vote sooner if they failed to fulfill their duties (Smith,
1983).

The seriousness with which the TPLF devolved administrative authority to district level
through the baytos is often cited as an important factor in gaining peasant support for
the revolution (see Hammond, 1989; Wright, 1983). During the war, the bayfos were
effectively responsible for the administration of weredas under TPLF control. This
included, amongst other things, overseeing the introduction of new laws,
implementation of additional land redistributions, co-ordination of public works
construction such as schools and clinics, and organisation of local aspects of famine

relief and rehabilitation programmes (Firebrace and Smith, 1982).

Since the end of the war and the establishment of civilian government, there has been
some modification in the bayto system, although its basic features remain the same.
Baytos - or, their more recent name, mikre bet - now exist at tabiya level. Tabiya
mikre bets constitute the lowest formal level of government administration in Tigray.
Tigray as a whole is governed by elected representatives to a state mikre bet, headed

by a state executive council.
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In Enda Mariyam, the tabiya mikre bet presently comprises 36 elected representatives
and is led by an executive committee known as the fetsamit, comprising seven people
including a chairperson. Within the mikre bet there are three main committees:
administrative, economic, and social. During the war, the administrative committee
included a judicial affairs sub-committee that functioned as a local court. Informants in
Enda Mariyam insist, however, that the present-day judicial committee - known as the

ferdi bayto - is a separate body of three persons directly elected by tabiya residents.

Mass associations still constitute an important mechanism for local mobilisation. In
Enda Mariyam, women's and farmer's associations are the main vehicle through
which development projects introduced by district-level departments are implemented.
Mass associations are also the only aspect of administration that reaches down to
kushet (village) level, although they have no formal authority at this level, being under
the overall authority of the tabiya mikre bet.

4.3.2 Reforming the Serit

One of the first tasks of the rural administration established under the TPLF was to
oversee the adoption of new laws introduced by TPLF cadres in each district.
According to informants in Enda Mariyam, customary rules governing village life
during the imperial period were passed down orally from one generation to the next.
These rules were referred to collectively as serit and were distinct from hige, or written
civii and penal codes enacted by the imperial government and enforced through
district and higher-level courts. Serit are also distinct from habitual practices that are
not rule-governed and which are instead referred to as bahli, which can be roughly

translated as "culture" (see Bruce, 1976: 488).

The serit dealt with many aspects of village social life, including procedures for the
transfer of property upon marriage, divorce, and inheritance, and procedures for the
mediation of land and other forms of local dispute. As one informant noted, the serit

comprised:
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The things our fathers did, and what their fathers did before them. It is the law
that was handed to us by our fathers.

Knowledge of these laws was the particular realm of shumagele, or elders, who were
called upon to settle disputes and provide mediation. Typically, older men of widely
perceived wisdom and sense would act as shumagele, although younger men might
also serve as shumagele if their mediation skills were widely acknowledged (see
Bauer, 1973).

With the arrival of the TPLF, the rules governing village life were formalised in writing
for the first time. This was done primarily through the work of TPLF political cadres,
who introduced a standard set of laws to each tabiya and facilitated the discussion,
modification, and eventual adoption of these laws, typically through the vehicle of the
mass associations (see TPLF, 1985: 4).

Not all aspects of village life were written down, however. For example, procedures
for repayment of oxen loans are not part of the written serit. On the other hand,
procedures for the division of property upon divorce were explicitly outlined in the new
serit. Indeed, it is instructive to study a serit adopted under the TPLF's auspices
because it points to those aspects of traditional society that were targets of reform
efforts.**

Enforcing the rules contained in the new serit was the responsibility of newly formed
justice committees, or ferdi baytos. Ferdi baytos were also responsible for forming
local courts to hear cases coming under fabiya-level jurisdiction. According to Young
(1997: 189), these courts were of particular importance in bolstering the legitimacy of
local administration, because they were both accessible and locally accountable. After
the war, the serit was further modified, in tandem with the introduction of new civil and
penal codes and the revision of the court system at wereda level throughout the state.
Although a new judicial system has been introduced, at village level shumagele
(elders) still continue to play an important role in witnessing transactions and
brokering disputes that fall outside the formal realm of court jurisdiction.

% See Appendix 7 for a translation of the serit of Enda Mariyam.
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5. Post-War Developments

At the time fieldwork was begun in Enda Mariyam in February 1993, the war in
Ethiopia had been over for approximately one and a half years, and a TPLF-led
political coalition was leading a transitional government in Addis Ababa. In Tigray,
regional elections in June 1992 had seen an overwhelming victory for political leaders
drawn almost exclusively from the TPLF. In effect, the personalities in government in
Tigray changed little since the war. The transition from liberation front to civilian
governing party was not without problems, however, especially in terms of
establishing working relationships with ministerial departments in Addis Ababa that
did not share the TPLF's political experience or revolutionary aims. Nevertheless, the
state government of Tigray was, at the time of fieldwork, considered by many
observers to be the most cohesive and effective in Ethiopia.

During the course of fieldwork, a number of milestones in Ethiopia's political history
were passed, the most notablé being the election in 1994 of a Constituent Assembly
that ratified a federal constitution in December of that year. This assembly was
elected by delegates who were themselves selected at regional level. The process of
electing the Constituent Assembly was not a remote event, far from the lives of rural
people. On the contrary, virtually everyone in Enda Mariyam came out to vote,

including elderly monks who had not left the monastery for many years.

In addition to these broader political developments, more local developments were
also taking place. The regional government pressed ahead with an ambitious
construction project that saw an all-weather road completed from Makele south to the
town of Abi Adi. This road brought vehicle transport, including public buses, within a
stone's throw of the village of Enda Mariyam for the first time. A grinding mill was also
constructed in Enda Mariyam as part of a rural development initiative of the Relief
Society of Tigray. Other development initiatives, such as dam building, were also

proliferating in the district.

Alongside these post-war developments, reforms introduced during the war were still

in place. The baytos were still functioning, although they had devolved to tabiya level,
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and the land tenure system was still operating in basically the same form. Hence, in
terms of the organisation of rural social life, the most significant reform measures had
already taken place by the time the war was over. It is the implications of these
~measures for social life in the present day that are considered in the following

chapters.
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CHAPTER 3 - OXEN, LAND AND WEALTH

1. Introduction

This chapter lays the groundwork for considering the impact of revolutionary reform
on the local farm economy. In the next chapter, | examine how land reform in
particular precipitated changes in the dynamics of the local political economy,

including the character of wealth differentiation and the nature of social stratification.

The discussion begins in this chapter, however, with a description of the local farm
economy. Describing the main features of the farm economy is important not only in
terms of understanding the impact of land reform but also because there are have
been very few ethnographic accounts of local economic practice since Bauer
completed his fieldwork in the late 1960s.*° Indeed, in the absence of reliable
qualitative and especially quantitative data, much initial fieldwork in Enda Mariyam

was occupied with obtaining a basic understanding of rural livelihoods.

Throughout the chapter, reference is made to the results of a household survey
conducted among 128 out of 228 households in the village. This survey elicited basic

information on household assets and economic practices.at5

The chapter begins with an overview of agricultural production in Enda Mariyam. After
a description of household-based farming practices, the chapter briefly considers
some of the ways households cope with deficits in crop production. In so doing, key
features of the farm economy are highlighted, such as the gender division of labour,
aspects of domestic management, and the differential advantages of richer versus
poorer households.

Following this, the chapter moves on to examine the distribution of oxen in the village,

and the nature of wealth differentiation, in more detail. As McCann (1995) argues, the

% Bauer's study (1973) itself does not provide more than a summary overview of local
economic practices, mainly because it concentrates on the issue of political competition.

% See Appendix 1, Section 4.4 for survey methodology, and Appendix 8 for findings.
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distribution of farm capital in the form of oxen is intimately bound up with patterns of
social stratification in the ox-plough farming system. The chapter considers the
relationship between oxen ownership, access to land for cultivation, and household
wealth. This includes a description of the various means by which farmers obtain oxen

from other farmers and what they must provide in return.

2 Farming Practices in Enda Mariyam
21 Land and Crops

Rainfed cropping is the most important economic activity in Enda Mariyam. Most
households derive the majority of their income from crop production. Although a
limited market for unskilled daily labour has developed in the towns since the end of

the war, crop production is still the primary source of income for most households.

Farming is a household undertaking. Men, women and children of both sexes
participate in the production process. Typically, a husband and wife and one child
above the age of seven or eight years can manage the tasks associated with
agriculture. Farm labour is highly gendered, however, with some activities such as
ploughing and sowing belonging to the male sphere and others, such as seed

preparation, belonging to the female sphere. There are also mixed-gender tasks.

The land each household farms typically comprises a minimum of three or four plots,
and frequently more.”” These plots are usually scattered throughout the village, both
near and far from the homestead, and comprise a mixture of different soil types and
conditions. According to measurements made during fieldwork, the average holding
per household in Enda Mariyam is 0.8 hectares. However, as will be seen below, the
area of land a household holds is not necessarily commensurate with the area it

actually cultivates.

¥ Six households in Endabazbanom got of Enda Mariyam were chosen for detailed follow-up
over the course of an agricultural year. (See Appendix 1, Section 4.5). The average number of
plots for these households is 7.7, ranging from 3 to 12 plots. In general, it is extremely difficuit to
obtain an accurate account of how many plots a farmer has by simply asking.
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Enda Mariyam is known in the wereda as a good area for crops, mainly due to the
superior quality of its soil. Walka, or clay soil, comprises more than half the arable
land of the village. This can be compared to Tegula village where hutsa, or sandy soil,
predominates. According to Tegula farmers, even when there is poor rainfall, people

in Enda Mariyam achieve reasonable yields as a consequence of their soil.

Households plant a variety of different kinds of crops on the plots that comprise their
holdings. Typically, three-quarters of the land cultivated will be for cereal crops, with
the remaining one-quarter devoted to pulses. The main cereal crops include: taf
(Eragrostis abyssinica), an indigenous Ethiopian grain of high market value; kerkata,
a mixture of wheat and barley;*® and different varieties of barley and wheat, the most
common being sahsa and ashmolemalo, respectively. The main pulse crops are:
alkway (horse beans), borshin (lentils), engwaya (vetch), and ater (peas). These
varieties together are used to prepare virtually all of the food consumed by the

household. Meat and poultry are typically eaten only on special occasions.

2.2 Agricultural Seasons and Activities

Farmers in Enda Mariyam distinguish three main seasons, associated with different
climatic conditions and different phases of the agricultural cycle. Because rainfall
occurs within a relatively narrow time-frame, farmers have little flexibility. Certain farm
tasks must be completed within a specified period in order to take advantage of
rainfall, or crop yields will be reduced. The lack of flexibility in the agricultural calendar
confers a great advantage on those households that already possess the necessary
capital, and especially oxen, to farm independently.

The season of hagay extends from February to the end of May and covers the time of
the azmera or small rains.* In southern Tigray, farmers enjoy two growing seasons
as a result of the azmera rains, but this is not the case in Enda Mariyam. Azmera

rains are also important for the growth of rangeland grasses; poor or non-existent

% Also known as hamfes.

% Also called belg rains.
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azmera rains take an immediate toll on cattle health. During the first year of fieldwork,

for example, azmera rains were delayed until mid-April, and cattle became very weak.

Ploughing is the most important activity during hagay and represents the start of a
new cycle of annual crop production. ln'Enda Mariyam, ploughing is exclusively a
male activity. Usually adult men plough, although boys may also plough if they have
the strength and skill. During the early years of the war, the TPLF initiated a project
that taught women to plough as a means of promoting their economic autonomy
(Hammond, 1989). This project was abandoned, however, when women complained
that ploughing constituted an additional labour burden. When asked about the
possibility of women ploughing, both male and female informants in Enda Mariyam
insisted that women lacked the physical strength to plough. As will be seen, the fact
that women do not plough means that female-headed households find it difficult to
farm independently.

Farmers in Enda Mariyam note that, all other things being equal, ploughing is the
single most important determinant of crop yields. In theory, there should be four
ploughing periods per year. For each plot, there are specific factors that come into the
picture to influence the optimum ploughing schedule. These include soil type,
location, and what has been planted on the same plot in the previous year. In general,
however, farmers in Enda Mariyam say that four ploughing periods a year is an
optimum schedule. These are named as follows: nhela (early January to end
February), terwa (March and April), teselas (May), and zere (prior to sowing in June,
July, August).

In practice, however, only farmers with ready access to oxen are able to plough each
of their plots this number of times. Farmers who lack ready access to oxen are almost
always forced to reduce the number of times they plough. For some crop varieties,
such as alkway (horse beans), this does not necessarily carry penalties. For cereal
crops, however, a reduction in the number of ploughings has a direct effect on yields.
Faced with limited access to oxen, many farmers prioritise ploughing on the best
quality plots of land. |

Krempti, from June to the end of September, brings the main krempti rains, which

begin anytime from late May forward and usually taper off by mid-September. Krempti
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is the single season for planting crops in the village, and includes the time of weeding.
Krempti rains are short, intensive downpours. In Enda Mariyam, violent hailstorms
during the krempti season are not uncommon.

Planting is a male activity in Enda Mariyam. Seeds are broadcast by the eldest man in
the household, who may have been brought to the field from the homestead
specifically for this purpose. A single man can do the job of ploughing and sowing,
although the work is made easier with a second man or boy to drive the oxen. Where
a household has a shortage of male labour and is pressed for time, a woman may
drive oxen, but sowing will always be done by men. Preparation of seed, on the other
hand, is a female activity and derives from the fact that women normally control the
household granary (see below).

The third season, kewhe, runs from October to the end of February. It is unusual for
much rain to fall during kewhe, although there may be isolated showers in October
and November; December to the end of February is almost always dry, however.
Agricultural activities in kewhe include cutting and threshing. Cutting is said to be a
male activity, although both women and adolescent girls were observed cutting during
fieldwork. For some households, food supplies are so low by the time crops are cut
that some portion of the harvest is threshed immediately by hand. The amount of
hand-threshed grain obtained by a household is not insignificant, relative to the total
amount produced by the household each year.*’

Most crops are threshed using oxen on a threshing floor called an ahwdi. According to
informants, an ahwdi is "like a church", meaning a place where a solemn
countenance is required. Informants also say that women are not allowed inside the
ahwdi circle, but in practice women do go inside the ahwdi to assist in driving the oxen
and throwing stalks onto the threshing floor. Winnowing, however, is done by men.

Threshing is usually completed by the end of December.

Cross-cutting the three seasons of hagay, krempti, and kewhe is the religious

calendar of the Ethiopian Orthodox Church. In Enda Mariyam, as in most villages

“® Yield measurements for six case-study households (1994) indicated that hand threshing
accounted for between 5% and 14% of total harvest.
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throughout Tigray, this calendar regulates the rhythms of everyday life. It determines,
for example, what types of food may or may not be eaten at different times of the
year, as well as when ploughing and other forms of labour may take place. The
religious calendar also breaks the year into smaller time periods against which the
progression of farm activities and the quality of rainfall can be measured. When
asked about rainfall, people in Enda Mariyam often responded by comparing actual
conditions to the general knowledge of what the local climate should be around the
time of a particular saint's day. In this way, farmers know the exact pattern of their

microclimate and are alert to small changes.

2.3 Livestock and Fodder

In addition to crops, harvesting of straw is a crucial component of the local farm
economy. In Enda Mariyam, straw is the main source of food for livestock and
especially cattle. Aside from poultry, livestock in Enda Mariyam include cattle, sheep,
goats, and donkeys.

Sheep and goats are generally owned by households who can afford to invest in other
livestock in addition to oxen. Aside from a source of meat on special occasions,
sheep and goats provide an important buffer against periods of crop failure, since -
they can be sold to purchase food in the mafkétplace. Having sheep and goats thus
enables a household to protect its most important asset - oxen - against the necessity
of sale in bad years. Only one in six households surveyed in Enda Mariyam could
afford to keep small stock, however. For most households, the priority in terms of
livestock investment goes to cattle, and especially oxen. The importance of oxen
relative to other livestock is neatly summed up by one farmer:

The ox is our feeder. Without him, we cannot plough or thresh. So, we think of
our oxen first, and second about our donkeys, and then about our cows. Only
then can we think about sheep and goats (Mebratu Kidan, farmer, Enda
Mariyam).

Households that own livestock deploy their limited resources toward investment in
cattle, and especially oxen. For example, out of the 76% of surveyed households that
owned livestock in Enda Mariyam in 1993 (excluding poultry), approximately half



94

owned cattle but no other kind of animals; of these, approximately half owned oxen
but no other type of cattle.

A central problem for cattle-owning households is how to feed their vanimals
throughout the year. Cattle are grazed in the hazati, or communal pastureland of the
tabiya, but this area is relatively small, and grass is only available during wet season
months. In Enda Mariyam, it is straw from crop production that forms the majority of
cattle food, and cattle-owning households expend considerable effort each year to

obtain enough straw to maintain their animals.

Harvesting of straw occurs directly after threshing, when stalks are gathered together
into bundles called tsor. Wheat, barley, and kerkata straw form the staple fodder diet
and are typically stored together. Taf straw is stored separately as far as possible; it
has a higher nutritional content and is used exclusively for oxen. In addition to straw,
cattle are also fed on grass cut from late September to mid-October. Grass is cut
from around the homestead and from the communal pastureland.

Given their reliance on straw, cattle are directly affected when crop production falters.
If yields are especially low, there may be cattle deaths. Since oxen are crucial to
cultivation, a decline in cattle health has a feedback effect on crop production in the
next growing season, which in turn affects straw production. Hence, the vulnerability
of the agricultural and livestock sectors tend to compound each other.

3. Coping with Deficits

Crop production is vulnerable to a variety of factors. Variability of rainfall, virulence of
weed growth, and regular infestations of insect and rodent pests can all severely
damage a potentially good harvest. During the first year of fieldwork, a rat infestation
led to an estimated 25% reduction in the harvest. During the second year of fieldwork,
rains were extremely heavy and caused waterlogging, and the horse bean crop was

badly affected by a fungal disease. Such events are not untypical.
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Farming practices also operate at a relatively low technical level. Although the Ministry
of Agriculture has an ambitious programme for increasing crop production throi.ugh the
introduction of improved farming techniques, improved seed varieties, and the use of
chemical fertiliser, Enda Mariyam farmers were not much interested in these
programmes, with a few exceptions.*’ The apparent conservatism of Enda Mariyam
farmers is in part linked to the enormous opportunity costs associated with the failure
of crop production in a single season, and with‘ the very small amount of cash or

surplus income of any kind available to households.

Due to these and other factors, households are rarely able to obtain enough income
from crop production alone to meet their annual requirements. Most households in
Enda Mariyam produce only enough grain for eight to nine months' supply. The
situation is even worse in the village of Tegula, where most households produce only
enough grain for four to five months' supply. Hence, households are almost always
faced with the need to make up for deficits in grain production through a variety of
different strategies.

3.1 Managing Household Grain Supply

In the typical Tigray household, the woman is responsible for managing the
household's grain consumption and for preparing food. Just as women do not
normally plough, men do not prepare food. The fact that women manage grain
consumption and prepare food means that their role is central to the success of the
household enterprise. A good manager will ensure that grain supply is stretched as
far as possible; a poor manager will waste grain and move the household closer to

economic collapse and dispersal.

*"In 1993, chemical fertiliser cost 143 Ethiopian birr per quintal, a price out of the reach of most
farmers in Enda Mariyam. Aftitudes toward chemical fertiliser varied: many people claimed it
promotes weed growth. Of those farmers who did use fertiliser, most applied a mixture of
manure and ash on plots close to the homestead. Most manure, however, is collected from
fields by young children and dried in the household compound for use in cooking. | found only a
handful of farmers who deliberately collected manure for use as fertiliser.
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The household granary is typically hidden from public view. During religious holidays,
local priests who come to bless the household enter the granary first. Normally, no
one may enter the granary unless invited by the woman of the house, including other
household members, and no one may remove grain from the sherfa, or storage
baskets, unless given permission. Indeed, repeated violations of this norm of
behaviour by a husband is potential grounds for divorce.

A key informant, Medin Wolde Selassie, who manages a large household, noted that
she begins making calculations concerning grain supply almost immediately after the
harvest. First, she estimates together with her husband roughly how much grain will
be needed as seed and subtracts this amount from the total. After seed has been
deducted, Medin compares what is left against what she knows are the consumption
requirements of her household.

In addition to seed and food, there are other claims on household grain supply.
Foremost among these is grain used for religious practice, including gifts to the local
church on saints' days. The household may also have debts to repay or may need
cash from the sale of grain to purchase of clothing or livestock. These considerations
enter the calculation of what is required versus what has been obtained from crop
production. With few exceptions, households face some amount of annual deficit, with
the exact amount varying from year to year. Depending on the size of the deficit,
households use various strategies to fill income gaps. The most common are
described below.

3.2 Reducing Consumption

A common step taken to stretch grain reserves is to reduce food consumption. If
there is a poor yield, a good manager will begin almost immediately to reduce the
quantity, and change the quality, of food she prepares. As Medin noted after the 1994
harvest:

| have to begin now to save our grain, because we have so little this year.
Even we may not have enough for seed. If | don't start now, we will finish our
grain quickly (Medin Wolde Selassie, farmer's wife, Enda Mariyam).




97

Reduced consumption means fewer pieces of enjera, the staple fermented bread, at
each meal. It also means downgrading the quality of grains used to prepare enjera
dough. The amount of faf, for example, will usually be reduced or eliminated
altogether, while the proportion of barley and/or sorghum will be increased. The
same alterations apply to sauces that go with enjera: the amount of butter or oil added
will be reduced or eliminated. Preparation of coffee and sewa (beer) will be

minimised, and salt will be substituted for sugar.

Reduced food consumption is facilitated when male household members leave the
village for short periods of time, for example to earn income as unskilled labourers in
towns. Women tend to downgrade the quality of food they prepare when men are
absent. As Medin explained: A

If your husband is here, you bring a lot of enjera and you prepare tsubhi
(sauce). But if he's away, you eat a small amount of enjera and you don't
make tsubhi. You just put berbere (red pepper) and salt. Children eat well
when their father is at home, because we make good food. | never prepare
chicken if my husband is away. It would be a shame if | ate chicken ahead of
my husband. | only make sewa if my husband is here. If he's away, we may
not even eat; for ourselves we are careless.

As well as reducing food consumption, households can also reduce the amount of
grain used in Ethiopian Orthodox religious practice. One of these practices is the
monthly preparation of sewa (beer) and food in honour of the household's patron
saint. Normally, guests are invited to the household to eat and drink during this
ceremony, known as a mezeker. If the household is short of grain, however, the
amount of sewa and food prepared, and the number of invited guests, can be

minimised.

In addition, gifts to the local church can be reduced. The annual total of these gifts is
not insubstantial, especially compared to the total income of the average household.
Records for three case-study households in Enda Mariyam indicate that expenditure
of grain for religious purposes, including gifts, comprised 8% to 13% of total crop yield
in the 1994/95 season. Gifts to the church include voluntary tokens provided on the
days of saints that have personal importance to household members, and

standardised gifts that constitute fixed annual payments. On the annual day of the
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patron saint of Enda Mariyam, for example, every household is expected to provide a
mewah (gift) in the form of a fixed amount of grain and food. Mewah are also
expected for weddings, christening, and funerals, and on other important holy days in

the annual calendar.

Interestingly, the size of the mewah changes year-to-year, depending on the quality of
the previous year's harvest. In Enda Mariyam in 1993, for example, local priests
together with the assembled parish of the Mariyam church, decided to cut the mewah
to three enjera, one hambasha (bread made from wheat), and three menelik of grain
(approximately 1.8 kilograms) per household. The previous year, the size of the

mewah was exactly double this amount.

Informants say that, faced with severe grain shortages, they would abandon all gifts to
the church with the permission of church leaders, but would still do everything
possible to perform the monthly mezeker. The importance of maintaining the goodwill
of the household's patron saint is considered in Chapter 6. Here, it is important to note

that only when there is outright famine, say villagers, will the mezeker be abandoned.

Finally, household consumption requirements can be reduced by decreasing the
number of consumers in the household. Typically, this means sending away one or
several members to live temporarily in other households, or to work in the towns. The
extent to which households adjust their numbers in this way depends, however, on
the amount of labour available; normally, a household will not send away members
who are an essential part of the labour force.

In this regard, there are gender differences. While male labour is critical during certain
periods in the agricultural cycle, such as ploughing and planting, it is less necessary
at other times of the year. Consequently, men can be spared to leave the village

during dry season months, to seek work in the towns.

Unlike male labour, female labour is needed year-round to prepare food and carry out
other domestic tasks on a regular basis. A single able-bodied woman, ideally with the
help of an adolescent girl, can manage this work. Hence, if grain shortages are

severe, and if there are additional girls in the household, they can be sent to live with
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relatives, or to work in the towns. The same holds true for boys not yet strong enough
to fully participate in agricultural production. Typically, one young boy is enough to
look after the household's livestock; additional boys can then be spared to live outside
the household.

3.3 Loans

Approximately 72% of surveyed households in Enda Mariyam cited borrowing as their
primary strategy for making up deficits in crop production. For the year 1992/93,
approximately one-third of surveyed households said they borrowed either gréin or
cash. These loans do not include small amounts of grain or food regularly exchanged
between women of different households on a reciprocal basis.

When asked, informants say they usually prefer to borrow grain, because it can be
repaid in kind, whereas cash must be obtained in the marketplace through the sale of
grain. Since most debts are collected directly after the harvest, this means a

household would be forced to sell grain at a time when its market value is lowest.

In Enda Mariyam, the vast majority of loans are transacted between people living in
the village; loans may also be obtained from a creditor resident outside the village,
although this is rare. Loan agreements are usually verbal. In some cases, a wahas or
guarantor is called in to witness the agreement, particularly when the amounts
involved are relatively large. Failure to repay a large loan is a serious matter; it can,
for example, be brought before the tabiya ferdi bayto, assuming there is a wahas who

can provide testimony.

With the arrival of TPLF administration in Enda Mariyam, interest payments on loans
of both cash and grain were formally outlawed. However, voluntary forms of interest
payment still remain. One of these is the upgrading of the quality of the grain that was
borrowed. So, for example, a person who borrows barley may return the same
amount of wheat, and one who borrows wheat may return the same amount of taf.
Another form of hidden interest is the provision of a day's labour to a creditor, in
addition to repayment. Both these practices help increase the chances of obtaining

another loan from the same creditor.
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Household heads say that, whenever possible, they prefer to borrow from close kin
and friends. This is borne out by survey results that indicate that out of those
households that obtained a grain or cash loan in 1992/93, approximately half
borrowed from their haw (close kin). A key reason for this is that terms of repayment
will usually be more flexible; for example, it may be possible to stretch payment out
over a longer period of time, or to repay only with labour.

However, although close kin and friends are normally obligated to provide each other
with assistance, not all are in a position to provide substantial loans. In cases where
more than a gebeta® of grain is need, it is usually necessary to seek out a grain-rich
creditor. Grain "rich" households do not usually store grain for more than one year.
This is because old grain cannot easily be sold in the marketplace for a competitive
price. Hence, households that have a surplus prefer to loan out grain and receive

"new" grain as repayment just after harvest. This also reduces storage losses.

In Enda Mariyam, monks often act as creditors. According to informants, monks are
grain "rich" because they earn income from the land, but have no dependants to feed.
In many instances, monks act as grain creditors to farmers who plough their land for

them.

The heavy reliance of Enda Mariyam residents on loans of grain to fill deficits can be
compared with the residents of Tegula village. Because Enda Mariam is relatively
fertile, there is more grain in circulation in the village and hence more potential
creditors to borrow from. At the same time, the number of potential creditors typically
expands after a good harvest and contracts after a bad harvest. In 1994, for example,
opportunities for loans in Enda Mariyam contracted following a poor harvest, and
many people who would otherwise have borrowed grain had to purchase it in the

market.

In Tegula, there is less grain produced, due to poor soils and a dry climate. As a
result, Tegula people find it more difficult to borrow from others in the village, because

the number of potential creditors is smaller. As one Tegula resident observed:

“2 A large woven basket used for storing, transporting and measuring grain, holding
approximately 19 kilograms (see Appendix 4).
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In Enda Mariam, they are rich in grain. They can borrow from other
households. In Tegula, who shall we borrow from? There is no one: we are all
poor in grain. If we want to borrow, we have to go outside. But it is very difficult
to borrow from outside. Our grain is poor; no one wants to loan to us. So, we
have a problem to borrow (Haile Selassie Maros, farmer, Tegula).

Survey results reflect this distinction between the villages. Only 34% of surveyed
households in Tegula cited borrowing as a primary strategy for coping with grain
deficits, as compared to 72% in Enda Mariyam. In this regard, rather than indicating
poverty, the higher incidence of grain indebtedness in Enda Mariyam is evidence of
that village's greater wealth in grain. In Tegula, the most frequently cited strategy for
coping with deficits is the sale of labour.

3.4 Wage-Labour

There is not much hiring of labour within either Enda Mariyam or Tegula villages. Most -
households manage the tasks of agricultural and domestic production alone. Further,
few households can afford the relatively high costs of hiring agricultural labour.*®
Consequently, when additional labour is required - for example in weeding and cutting
- it is almost always obtained on the basis of an equal exchange, known as /ifinti,
involving the reciprocal payment of labour on a day-for-day basis.

Lifinti arrangements typically occur between the same households for many years at a
time and, in the case of weeding or cutting, among households within the same got,
or neighborhood. In cases where people are close friends or close kin, labour may
also be provided in expectation of an unspecified form of reciprocal support in the
future. If reciprocity does not occur, however, free provision of labour will eventually

cease.

Outside the village, labour is sold in towns within a day's walking distance, including in
the regional capital, Makele. The importance of income earned through wage-labour
for Enda Mariyam residents has grown in recent years, commensurate with the

relative "boom" in urban construction since the end of the war. For example, in the

* Costs for hiring ploughing labour are considered later in the chapter.
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late 1980s, an unskilled worker earned around 3 birr per day in Makele; in 1993,
wages went as high as 10 birr per day. For this amount, Enda Mariyam residents say,

even a relatively well-off farmer will try his luck to earn money in the towns.

Unlike Enda Mariyam, Tegula has a longer history of migration to the towns for wage-
labour. Further, Tegula residents often travel farther for wage-earning opportunities,
and remain away from the village for longer periods than people in Enda Mariyam. As

one Tegula farmer explained:

If we don't have enough grain, we are forced to find work from October to
June. We go far, even to Wolkeit. We save money from work and return to
plant. If a family has nothing at all, no animals, they will even close up their
house. If they have something, only one or two from the family will go. Even
people who have animals will migrate like this for work, because they don't
want to sell their animals (Ma-aza Meseret, farmer, Tegula).

Indeed, Tegula informants say that, were it not for the food aid they receive from the
government, many more households would be engaged in this kind of longer-term
migration than is presently the case.

3.5 Sale of Livestock

Livestock are vitally important to the production process of the houéehold. Given their

importance, households go to great lengths to avoid selling their animals.

Within a household, animals are typically owned by different members. Upon
marriage, each spouse brings property, some of which will usually be in the form of
livestock that remain under that partner's control. Similarly, when a child nears
adulthood, parents will name one or several of the household's livestock as belonging
to that child, to be handed over at the time of their marriage. Thus, each animal in the
household is known to belong to a specific individual and should not be sold or traded
without that person's consent. Control over livestock is also differentiated by gender.
Chickens, cows, and calves are typically managed by women, whereas bulls and
oxen are typically managed by men. Sheep and goats are typically controlled by the
household head.



103

As noted earlier, households that own sheep or goats, as well as oxen, can use their
small stock to protect oxen from sale in bad years; assuming there is a harvest failure,
small stock can be sold first. Conversely, households that own an ox but no other
livestock will be forced to sell this critical item of farm capital first. If crops fail for two

consecutive years, however, even richer households may be forced to sell their oxen.

Although the sale of an ox represents a major risk for a household, some farmers do
sell one ox just after the ploughing season. The reason for this is to obtain a large
amount of cash at one time in order to purchase expensive necessities such as
clothing, to build a house, or to pay back a debt. Because oxen will not be needed
again for ploughing between Decerﬁber and early May, a farmer can sell an ox in
December without too much risk, as long as he retains the ability to purchase a
replacement ox in May, in time for the next ploughing season. In this way, a farmer

can avoid the cost of oxen upkeep year-round.

These sales are distinct from what can be called "distress" sales of oxen. Distress
sales occur when a household is forced to sell its oxen resources without the
expectation of being able to replace those resources in the next season. When
distress sales of oxen occur, a household may be en route to economic collapse. As
will be seen in the following section, once a household falls off the ladder of oxen

ownership, it is extremely difficult to climb back on.

4. Oxen and Wealth

Although they are intimately connected, it is oxen ownership rather than size of
landholding that has the greatest influence on household wealth in the ox-plough
farming system. Referring to the imperial period, when risti tenure predominated,
McCann (1995: 78) argues that control over oxen played a more significant role in

determining economic status than did rights in land:

Overall, the importance of oxen to the farming system and the possibility for
seasonal transfer of cultivation rights rendered control over land itself a
relatively weak factor in determining who gained access to the full set of
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agricultural factors of production... Those who did not exercise rights over
animal traction... had little opportunity to exercise the de jure rights they might
have enjoyed through the land tenure system.

Bauer also emphasises the importance of oxen. He links the vulnerability of oxen in
the Tigray ecological setting to social stratification, noting for example that, whereas
in lusher areas to the south such as Gojjam, big men loan land to their followers, in

Tigray big men loan oxen (Bauer, 1975: 245).

For Bauer, oxen constitute the weak link in the Tigray agricultural system. The
vulnerability of oxen Bauer noted in the late 1960s is still evident today. As described
earlier, due to a dry climate and scarce pasture, the most important food source for
cattle in Enda Mariyam is straw. The amount of straw that an individual farmer can
produce, however, is a function of the amount of crops produced, itself largely a
function of the area of land the farmer cultivates.

According to Bauer (1975: 242), the basic dilemma facing Tigray agriculture is that
the average household does not cultivate enough land to produce enough straw to

maintain a healthy team of oxen for ploughing:

One yoke of oxen is more than enough to plow the household's land. The
household's land, however, is not enough to support the oxen. The
household... cannot supply sufficient straw to feed the oxen, plus the cows
and calves necessary for a continued supply. The average household's
undernourished oxen are easy prey to bovine diseases, such as rinderpest.
Under these circumstances, | would suggest that there will always be poor
households seeking the economic protection of capital rich households.

Bauer points to a central feature of the Tigray farm economy; namely, the association
between oxen ownership and wealth. Capital-rich households - that is, households
that own a team of oxen - possess a myriad of advantages in the farming enterprise
that enable them to maximise their income from crop production, and hence their
wealth. Chief among these is the ability to expand the area of land that is cultivated,
through rental agreements. Expanding the area of cultivation, in turn, greatly improves
the chances that the household will be able to hold on to its oxen in the next growing
season, because it increases the amount of straw available for fodder. Consequently,

households that own a team of oxen tend to retain them over time.
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Conversely, capital-poor households - that is, households that own no oxen - find it
extremely difficult to acquire farm capital. Not only is the area of land they cultivate
smaller but many are forced to rent out some or even most of their plots in order to
obtain any income from their landholding. Because of the particular terms of land
rental, discussed below, when a household rents out land it forfeits the straw harvest
from that land. With less straw, a household cannot hope to maintain oxen; without
oxen, a household cannot increase the area it farms to obtain more straw. Capital-
poor households face a myriad of other kinds of disadvantages in the farming
enterprise that make it extremely difficult for them to maximise their income from crop
production, and hence their wealth.

The association between oxen and wealth can be seen in the household survey in
Enda Mariyam. Whereas the average number of people per surveyed household was
found to be 4.27 people, capital-rich households were consistently bigger in size,
comprising an average of 5.0 people. Capital-poor households, on the other hand,
were consistently smaller, averaging only 3.53 people. More importantly, capital-rich
households tend to have more grain. Some 70% of capital-rich households had
enough grain in store to use for seed in the 1993/94 agricultural season, without
having to borrow or purchase seed in the market. For capital-poor households,
however, only 22% were in this position in 1993, while 69% had to borrow grain to
make up for deficits in their own seed supply. Similarly, only 7% of capital-rich
households borrowed grain in 1993, as compared to 44% of capital-poor households.

In Enda Mariyam, a minority of households control a majority of oxen resources. This
is also true for the village of Tegula, which has a very different profile from Enda
Mariyam not only in terms of crop production but also in terms of the amount of
pasturage available for livestock. Tegula has a much larger hazati, or grazing area,
and is consequently able to support a larger aggregate cattle population.
Nevertheless, the distribution of oxen ownership among surveyed households in both

Enda Mariam and Tegula in 1993 was remarkably similar, as indicated in Table 1.
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TABLE 1: Oxen distribution among surveyed households,
Enda Mariyam and Tegula, 1993
Enda Mariyam Tegula
(128 HHs) (51 HHs)
HHs owning 0 oxen 32.0% _ 39.2%
HHs owning 1 ox 44.5 % 41.2%
HHs owning 2 oxen 21.9% 15.7 %
HHs owning 3 oxen 16 % 40 %

What is interesting about Table 1 is that oxen appear to be distributed between
households in roughly similar patterns, in two very different villages. One reason for
this is the substantively greater advantage possessing a team of oxen confers on a
household. As noted above, this includes the ability to increase the area of cultivation
through renting in additional plots of land, which in turn increases both grain and straw

yields. It also includes the ability to plough the land an optimum number of times. |

Capital-rich households gain additional benefits from hiring out oxen to capital-poor
households, including the receipt of labour, grain, and straw in payment. In Enda
Mariyam, capital-rich households almost always loan out their oxen for some days
each year, while capital-poor households, if they wish to cultivate their own land, have
no other choice but to hire oxen. Hence, households that lack oxen are dependent on
households that own oxen if they are to farm. In this regard, the pattern of oxen
distribution between households has important implications for the dynamics of local
relations of dependence.

There are few detailed descriptions of how transactions for farm capital operate at
village level. Studies typically focus on the distribution of capital between households
at a fixed point in time, rather than the means by which capital is exchanged between
households: Exceptions include Chiari (1996) and McCann (1995). The lack of
detailed investigation of transactions for agricultural capital has led to some confusion
in the literature. For example, Save the Children (1993: 49) report that: "The most
common type of payment for the hire of a team of oxen are a half-share of the

harvest... labour on the oxen-owner's fields... or the provision of crop residue".
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However, informants in both Enda Mariyam and Tegula insisted that oxen hire is
never paid for with a share of harvest, and that this only occurs in the context of land

rental agreements.

In a setting where approximately three-quarters of households do not own a team of
oxen - and hence face the central dilemma of how to obtain oxen through exchange
or hire - transactions for farm capital constitute a central feature of the local farm
economy. Further, there are definite conventions governing these transactions.
Although individual agreements will vary, depending on the relationship between the
persons involved and the relative wealth of each, informants in Enda Mariyam were
nevertheless consistent in their description of the normative terms by which such

transactions operate.

In the following section, these terms are described in some detail for Enda Mariyam;
some comparative examples from Tegula are also included where they illustrate key
points. In the course of these descriptions, the advantages and disadvantagesthat
accrue to households at different levels of capital ownership are explored, as well as
the implications for the structure of economic relationships in the village. Findings
from the household survey are used throughout, to identify common practices.44

5. Obtaining Farm Capital

51 Oxen Hire - Siso, Gimit, and Edag

As shown in Table 1, 32% of surveyed households in Enda Mariyam and 39% in
Tegula own no oxen. The ways these households arranged to farm in the 1993/94

agricultural year are shown in Table 2.

* For some variables, the survey results refer to a relatively small number of households in
each village. Due to this, and to the lack of random selection of the overall sample frame, the
survey cannot claim to be statistically representative of all households in Enda Mariyam and
Tegula. Hence, survey results are used in this chapter to illustrate, rather than demonstrate, key
aspects of local farm economies. Survey results do serve to highlight aspects of local practice
that have not received much attention to date. Results were tabulated during the period of
fieldwork and checked with key informants.
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TABLE 2: Farming arrangements of oxenless households,
Enda Mariyam and Tegula, 1993
Enda Mariyam Tegula
(41 HHs) (20 HHs)
Rented out most plots, 36.0 % 45.0 %
did not plough
Hired oxen 37.0% 40.0 %
Obtained free loan 20.0% 10.0%
of oxen
Yoked own bull with 7.0% 50%
ox of another household

Table 2 indicates the significance of land rental to households that own no oxen. Land
rental is considered in the next section. Obtaining free loans of oxen was significant
for a small number of households in both villages. It is also the case that an oxenless
household that owns a bull or cow will sometimes be able to pair this animal with the
ox of another household, in a yoking arrangement known as [ifinti However,
informants say this is not common practice; bulls are difficult to handle and slow the

work of ploughing, and cows are prioritised for milk and calf production.

Aside from opting out of crop production, oxen hire is the only practical option for
most capital-poor households. There are three main types of oxen hire, known in
Enda Mariyam as siso, gimit, and edag. Table 3 indicates the form of payment for
each arrangement, as well as the amounts that were paid in 1993.%

* with the exception of the number of labour days, which do not vary, amounts indicated in
Table 3 reflect oxen hire prices following a year of relatively good harvest. Hence, the price of
oxen hire in straw is higher than would be the case following a year of poor harvest, when a
shortage of straw would drive its value up. Amounts of cash and grain typically vary depending
on the difficulty of ploughing. In 1993, excessive rains caused water-logging on many plots and
made the work of ploughing more strenuous; hence, the price of oxen hire in grain or cash in
1993 was slightly higher than would otherwise be the case.
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TABLE 3: Terms of payment for oxen hire,
Enda Mariyam, 1993
1 ox/day 2 oxen/day 2 oxen/day
and labour

Siso: 1 day 2 days 2 days
(labour) of labour of labour of labour
Gimit: 10-15 birr 20-30 bir 25-35 birr
(cash or or or
or grain) 24 menelik*® 48 menelik 48 menelik
Edag: 1 tsor* taf 2 tsor taf 3 tsor taf
(Straw) or 3 tsor or 6 tsor or 9 tsor

other grain other grain other grain

As Table 3 shows, it is possible to hire a single ox, a team of oxen - known as a tsimdi
- or a team of oxen plus the ploughing labour of the oxen owner. Hiring a single ox is
rare; typically, a single ox is paired in a Jifinti arrangement (see below).

Siso, meaning literally "one-third", denotes oxen hire paid for with labour, where the
farmer pays with two days of work for each day a tsimdi is loaned. The labour
provided as payment is usually ploughing labour for the oxen owner, but it may
include other kinds of agricultural work, such as weeding, cutting, and threshing,
depending on the specific agreement. However, few oxen owners will enter a siso
agreement if they are not assured the hiring farmer is able-bodied enough to plough
for them; for this reason, siso is used exclusively by men.

Siso is not a preferred practice in Enda Mariyam, although some oxenless
households are forced to use it. This is because it entails significant penalties in terms
of the amount of time a farmer will have left to plough his own land. A poor farmer
with no oxen might only be able to plough his land for eight or nine days, because he
will be required to provide double that amount - 16 to 18 days - to an oxen-owning

“ Approximately 0.6 kilograms. See Appendix 4.

" Tsor is a bundle of straw, sometimes also referred to as timri. It is roughly the amount of
straw that can be held in a cotton shawl, or kuta.
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farmer. Consequently, an oxenless farmer will prefer, whenever possible, to hire oxen
days with straw rather than labour. Capital-poor households in Enda Mariyam have a
better capacity to do this than capital-poor households in Tegula, due to the greater
productivity of their land.

Gimit - meaning, literally, "approximate" - is the name for oxen hire in exchange for
either grain or cash. The name derives from the fact that a farmer will not know the
exact amount of grain or cash that should be paid in any given year, since this
depends on the difficulty of ploughing and the quality of the previous year's harvest,
which determines grain supply and demand. Hence, the payment amount for oxen

hire is "approximate". **

Because of the high cost involved, gimit is rarely practised. In Enda Mariyam, only
three households paid for oxen with cash or grain in 1993; in Tegula, no households
did. Even when a household does hire oxen days through gimit, it is unlikely they will
obtain all oxen days in this way. |

The most common form of payment for oxen hire in Enda Mariyam is straw. Capital-
rich households are almost always in the market for additional straw to maintain their
livestock. Capital-poor households, on the other hand, have less need of straw,
especially if they have no other livestock. Instead, they will harvest straw and either
sell it outright, or use it to hire oxen. Straw is typically expensive in years following a
poor harvest, when the price may rise to 10 birr per tsor. However, following the poor
harvest of 1993/94, many capital-rich households in Enda Mariyam found themselves
having to purchase some amount of straw to preserve their oxen.

Hiring oxen for straw is known as edag. Edag transactions are frequently arranged
just after the harvest, when it is apparent how much straw will be available. At this'
time, a capital-rich household may out their oxen for a specified number of days in the
next ploughing season, in exchange for the immediate delivery of a specified amount
of straw. The name edag - meaning "purchase" - refers to the fact that oxen days are
often "purchased" directly after the harvest.

“® | am indebted to Feseha Alemayhu of the Tigray Development Association for explaining the
literal meaning of this word as applied to this practice.
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Arrangements for oxen hire in Tegula follow the same normative terms as in Enda
Mariyam. However, there are interesting differences between the two villages in terms
of what types of oxen hire is most common. Whereas in Enda Mariyam, oxen are
usually paid for with straw, oxen hire in Tegula is usually paid for with labour (siso).
Since Tegula generally produces a lower crop yield than Enda Mariyam, straw is in
shorter supply; straw is also in less demand in Tegula due to its larger pastureland.
Further, Tegula farmers insisted they could not afford to pay for oxen with either cash

or grain:

We never hire oxen with grain. In Enda Mariam, there is enough grain to do
this. They can even hire oxen with cash. But here, we don't; we give our
labour. If you have grain, it's better to sell it and buy an animal for yourself,
instead of hiring one (Haile Selassie Maros, farmer, Tegula).

What these transactions for oxen hire suggest is that, as long as a household owns a
team of oxen, it has the potential to obtain all other inputs necessary for production,
including labour, grain for seed or cash to purchase seed, and straw to maintain oxen.
Conversely, oxenless households can theoretically "buy" as many oxen days as they
need, as long as they have the capacity to pay for them. As one farmer observed, "If
you have enough straw and grain, you don't have to be afraid of not having oxen."

However, oxen hire involves a structural penalty in the farming enterprise that cannot
be mitigated by simply purchasing more oxen days, assuming a capital-poor
household has the wherewithal to do so (which is rare). Regardless of the form of
payment involved, capital-rich households will rarely hire out their oxen during
optimum periods for ploughing. Such times include right after ‘a light rainfall when
ploughing is easiest, and early enough in the planting season to ensure the growth of
long-maturing crops such as taf. Oxen-rich household typically prioritise oxen on their
own land during these periods.

The result is that oxenless households often lag behind in ploughing and planting. In
effect, oxenless households are unable to control the timing of these two key activities
on their land. Poor timing for ploughing and planting can sometimes be as important a

factor in reducing yields as the number of times that ploughing occurs.
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At the same time, it is rare that a capital-poor household is in a position to obtain
more than a minimum number of ploughing days through oxen hire. With regard to
siso, there is a limit on the number of days a farmer can work in exchange for oxen
and still have enough time left over to farm for themselves. With regard to edag and
gimit, it is unlikely an oxenless household will have enough straw or grain from crop

production alone to hire more than a small number of oxen days.

Further, given the limits placed on the amount of ploughing an individuai ox will be
made to do, there is a limit on the number of oxen days available for purchase in the
village overall. Farmers watch carefully the number of days they allow an individual ox
to plough. Undernourished or sick oxen will not be required to work the same amount
as healthy oxen, mainly because, due to the high cost of their replacement, it is better
to reduce the number of ploughing times than to see an ox die. For the calendar year
1994, the average cost of a 6-year old healthy ox in Hagre Selam market was 838
birr, ranging from 650 birr in January to 1,150 birr in July.

The result is that capital-poor households almost always lack enough oxen days to
plough all of their land more than the minimum number of times. As one informant
noted, "The poor don't plough well and don't get a good harvest."

5.2 Pairing - Lifinti

As indicated in Table 1, 44% of households surveyed in Enda Mariyam, and 41% of
households in Tegula, own only a single ox. Table 4 shows how such households
arranged to farm in the 1993/94 agricultural season.
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TABLE 4: Farming arrangements of single-ox households,
Enda Mariyam and Tegula, 1993

Enda Mariyam Tegula

(57 HHs) (21 HHs)
Paired (lifinti) 81.0% 86.0 %
Yoked bull/cow with - 16.0 % 9.0%
ox of another HH
Hired second ox 3.0% 0%
Rented out most plots, 0% 5.0%
did not plough

As Table 4 indicates, the majority of single-ox households solve the problem of
ploughing through an arrangement known as lifinti. In lifinti agreements, farmers
arrange to pair their single ox with the ox of another household, on a day-for-day

reciprocal basis.

In some cases, lifinti arrangements for oxen are carried on between the same two
farmers for many consecutive years. Given a choice, farmers say they prefer to pair
with the same ox in each successive year, mainly because its strength and character
will be known. Pairing with a badly trained or weak ox slows ploughing considerably,
and farmers who own such animals find it much more difficult to enter into /ifinti
agreements. At the same time, informants note that /ifinti agreements are subject to

change at any time, since the oxen ownership of a household may change.

Lifinti arrangements between households at different levels of oxen ownership are
rare. This is because a household that owns two or more oxen can abrogate a /ifinti
agreement in advance of ploughing, without necessarily jeopardizing its own
ploughing schedule. Nevertheless, if a single-ox owning household cannot find
another ox to pair with, they may be forced into this kind of situation.

Aside from the necessity of arranging lifinti agreements in each agricultural year,

single-ox households face another dilemma: namely, the fact that one ox will be
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forced to work more total days per year. Table 5 compares the number of days
worked by oxen in six different case-study households in Enda Mariyam.*

TABLE 5: Oxen inputs for 6 case-study households,
Enda Mariyam, 1994/95 agricultural year

Number Total ox Number of days
of oxen days used worked by
owned to plough each ox in HH

HH 1: 2 324 16.2

HH 2: 2 455 22.75

HH 3: 1 29.0 29.0

HH 4: 1 26.5 26.5

HH 5: 1 33.0 33.0

HH 6: 0 5.0 —

The last column of Table 5 illustrates the difference in having one ox versus two. For
those households with a team of oxen, each ox is required to work fewer total days.
For those households with one ox, however, the labour burden is increased, since not
only does the ox have to plough the household's own land but it must also plough the
land of others in fulfilment of pairing agreements. For Household 5, the one ox of this
household worked more than twice as many days as either ox of Household 1. As the
head of Household 5 said, "It is a problem if you have one ox, because this is a lot of
work. Only a strong ox can do this." Thus, single-ox owning farmers are sometimes
forced to reduce the number of days they plough, to accommodate the limits of oxen

strength.

* The case-study households range in wealth from "rich" to "middle" to "poor”, according to
local definitions. They also include two female-headed households. See Appendix 1, Section
45.

% The oxen days noted here were a free loan to Household 6, used to plough one plot close to
the homestead: all other plots in the household were rented out to other farmers in 1993.
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6. Land Rental - Mewfar

The household survey indicates that all households in Enda Mariyam have land,
comprised of the individual plots of their members. There are, however, some men
and women resident in established households who have reached the legal age of
adulthood but have not yet received an adult 1/2 gibri share of land. Some 16% of
surveyed households in both Enda Mariyam and Tegula had such a "landless adult" in
residence. Typically, these people access land by farming with their parental
household, by renting, or by marrying a spouse with an adult land share. The dynamic
between land and marriage is considered further in Chapter 5. For our purposes here
the discussion focuses on established households.

Importantly, a household's landholding is not necessarily equivalent to the area it
actually cultivates. This is illustrated in Table 6.
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